Credible minimum nuclear deterrence — III —Dr Farah Zahra

Unlike the military, the strategic enclave is entrusted as the only entity that fully understands India’s strategic capabilities and is thus not subservient to any ‘body’ regarding its determinations and promulgations on national security

The preceding parts of this column discussed problematic areas in the concept of credible minimum deterrence and explored some aspects of the South Asian strategic balance. This part looks at some important aspects of nuclear arms control in the region.

India and Pakistan have not engaged in a macro level discussion on the future of nuclear weapons in South Asia. Regardless of the possibility nuclear arms control on a bilateral level, it may be possible to extend the agenda for risk reduction talks to devise measures that do not impinge on Indian fears of restraining its nuclear ambitions/arsenal but can contribute substantially towards nuclear confidence building. Measures can be worked out between India and Pakistan that go beyond “small frivolous little confidence building measures (CBMs) like missile warnings”. The suggestions made by experts include reducing the three strike corps to two, upgrading the non-targeting lists, agreeing to create more transparency within doctrines, a non first use pact between the two states, taking out the short range missiles, like Prithvi and Hatf, from the arsenal of the two countries, creating nuclear risk reduction centres and de-alerting and de-mating the weapons systems.

In fact, senior strategists suggest that, though arms control in the multilateral context has ‘died out’, it is workable between India and Pakistan in the nuclear context since it is a military strategy of what is possible. Indian analysts who support nuclear arms control between these two states seem to do so with an interesting caveat that “India has to first assure Pakistan that it is prepared to come to a nuclear arms control agreement, but Pakistan must assure India that it is not seeking parity but balance”.

Among other suggestions, there is also the proposition that the two states explore the size and shape of a corridor along the border area to be declared as being free of nuclear weapons deployment. Should such an agreement arise where the two sides agree to areas of non-deployment it may have to largely be based on trust, at least in the initial phases, and so may carry some acceptability for both India as well as Pakistan. At later stages, such an agreement could be monitored using satellite imagery and the two states could consider establishing a joint monitoring system whereby each state sees what the other one does. These approaches could also help to improve communication between India and Pakistan, which leads to greater stability in their deterrence relationship. Another suggestion has been made regarding ‘conventionalising’ dual-capable systems such as fighter aircraft and air defence missiles, which not only generate pre-emptive pressure but are nuclear-capable as well.

The bottom line is to recognise the differences in approach to nuclear CBMs in India and Pakistan and find ways to work around them. The most significant factors in this regard are the two ‘strategic enclaves’. These enclaves are more significant than the military complex alone because of its ‘high-leverage technological systems’ (nuclear weapon systems) and its political and economic support from the state as well as ‘minimal accountability’ to the state with regards to decisions. Unlike the military (which in India has been subservient to civilians), the strategic enclave is entrusted as the only entity that fully understands India’s strategic capabilities and is thus not subservient to any ‘body’ regarding its determinations and promulgations on national security.

Dr Abdul Kalam, popularly known as the ‘missile man of India’ (because of the pivotal role he played in the organisational, technical and political aspects of India’s missile development programme, which he termed as a triumph of Indian science and technology) argued that India’s nuclear weapons programme is a means through which to obtain India’s place as a future superpower. This view was a key factor in making Kalam the president of India and is testimony to the reverence accorded to nuclear matters in India. It also demonstrates the significance the strategic enclave is accorded in India because it is perceived as having raised the prestige of the country.

During a famous interview in 1984 given to an Indian journalist, Dr Abdul Qadeer Khan claimed that Pakistan could produce weapons-grade uranium. The then Indian Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi, reacted by stating that her government was aware of Pakistan’s efforts regarding enrichment but that it was not ahead of India in atomic energy development and that the Indians were further ahead with enrichment. This provides another example of how scientists and strategic enclaves have influenced the ‘credibility’ of nuclear deterrence and even communication between India and Pakistan.

There does not appear to be any change in the rationales of the leading five nuclear states to retain and continue developing their nuclear arsenals despite the current ‘global zero agenda’. Given India’s global nuclear ambitions, Delhi is averse to any arms control discussions in the bilateral context. However, the role of civil society on both sides of the border has risen in recent times and citizens have become more active and demanding of accountability/explanations of their decision-makers and leaders in many significant areas. It is possible that soon civil society may demand more explanations from the stately domains of the strategic enclaves. This could be more conducive to nuclear arms control in the future and could make things easier at the governmental level, easing pressure in several directions.

This is easier to achieve in an atmosphere where bilateral conflicts and tensions between the two states have been worked upon by the two states and decreased to an effectively minimal level. Nonetheless, if India and Pakistan were able to engage at some level on basic nuclear concepts such as credible minimum nuclear deterrence, and connect in a systemic discussion, it would be a great movement forward and, optimistically, this may lead to a longer term bilateral macro level nuclear discussion with time. At this stage it may be difficult to envisage drastic changes in national perspectives although a mitigation of nuclear risks, greater coordination and clarity can put the nuclear relationship onto a significantly more beneficial path.
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