ElBaradei’s concern


THE IAEA chief is not the only one of some consequence to voice concern over the possibility of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons falling into the hands of terrorists in case of chaos here. Almost all presidential hopefuls in the US have expressed similar concerns, some even suggesting that the US and the UK should jointly “take care” of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons. This is in addition to the well-orchestrated campaign in sections of the British and American media against Islamabad’s capability to ensure the safety of its nuclear assets. Pakistan carried out nuclear tests in May 1998 following several Indian nuclear explosions, but save for the US-led sanctions slapped on both Islamabad and New Delhi, the world did not single out Islamabad for any special censure. Of late, however, the frequency of international concerns over this country’s nuclear assets has acquired a threatening regularity that cannot be dismissed lightly because of its implications.

The world’s concerns about our atomic arsenal have increased because of the political and constitutional crisis raging in the country. The crisis began with President Pervez Musharraf’s reference against the Chief Justice on March 9, 2007, and has continued ever since, with one event coming on the heels of another to rattle the people and the state. Besides the lawyers’ protests, there came the crackdown on the Lal Masjid, the “retaliatory” suicide bombings by the Taliban, the military action in Swat, the imposition of emergency on Nov 3, the shocking assassination of Benazir Bhutto, and the postponement of the election by six weeks. The stage is now set for the polls, but the political atmosphere has been vitiated by mud-slinging.

International concerns about Pakistan’s nuclear assets will cease only when we are able to put our house in order and give ourselves a stable political system in which it is the people’s will that reigns supreme. This requires not an election or two, even if fair, but an uninterrupted democratic order in which civil society is so strong that it is able to check extremist and fascist elements through the free play of democratic forces. While the government must ensure the transparency of the Feb 18 vote, the opposition would be wrong if it views the world’s doubts about Pakistan’s ability to safeguard its nuclear assets as a criticism of the government. It is a collective indictment. For that reason, it is the combined will of the government and the opposition that can pull the nation out of this shame. It would throw Pakistan into a new and grave crisis if the lack of credibility of the election forces the opposition to launch a street agitation.

