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It was no coincidence that neither India nor Pakistan ever deployed their nuclear arsenal during the 1999 and 2001-02 crises. Occasional reports that preparations were underway have never been confirmed

A decade has passed since India and Pakistan went overtly nuclear. Strategic analysts worldwide remain troubled, however. Broadly, there are two types of concerns:



* Structural concerns: these involve geography, first-generation weapon designs on both sides, lack of sophisticated technology to secure weapon systems, and so on.

* Cultural/Normative: Western perception that South Asian leaders are somehow not responsible enough to handle destructive technologies and may actually employ weapons in a conflict. 



Within the first set of concerns, all except geography can be redressed. The argument is that the danger of an inadvertent or deliberate nuclear launch is exacerbated in South Asia because of geographical contiguity between Pakistan and India.

Contiguity is destabilising since the two sides have virtually no time to consult each other or take any remedial measures in the event a nuclear launch is authorised. 

MV Ramana, a well-known Indian physicist has previously calculated that once deployed, missile flight times between the two countries are 5-15 minutes. Subtracting time for detection, assessment of data, and transmission of information leaves only 1-2 minutes for any reaction.

In essence, once a decision to launch an already-deployed missile has been made, diplomacy cannot play a role. Minimal flight times also severely compromise the effectiveness of any counter-technology such as a Ballistic Missile Defence (BMD) shield.

Consider that thus far the only deployed technological configuration for a BMD shield is terminal phase interception. The entire effort is thus focused on interception seconds before a strike; the error margin is zero.

The above view is common wisdom among strategists. There is not a single piece of scholarly work that challenges this thesis. Below, I present a counter-view.

Current literature on the contiguity-instability link takes missile deployment as a given and the entire argument is based on a post-deployment scenario. The logic goes as follows: since missiles have to be launched from a deployed posture, once deployed, contiguity induces greater instability than otherwise. However, this argument sees the decision to deploy as unrelated to the factor of contiguity and precisely for that reason becomes tenuous at this juncture.

True, once deployed contiguity will induce additional instability for reasons mentioned above. But the decision to deploy is not irrelevant here; in fact, it is very much linked to contiguity. Rather interestingly, contiguity and the dangers it induces actually act as a deterrent for contiguous states to deploy in the first place. In that sense, contiguity has two opposite effects on strategic stability. In the pre-deployment stage, it enhances stability by inhibiting the urge for contiguous states to deploy. Once deployed however, there is a discrete jump in the instability level thanks to contiguity.

Two theoretical considerations led me to make this case.

First, since contiguous states are aware of the dangers that deployment may bring in their situation, they themselves should feel the need to delay deployment even if they have the capability to do so. While it is not clear to what extent weaponisation in Pakistan and India has progressed or whether they could in fact deploy weapons given the technological and financial challenges involved, it is not implausible to argue that their lack of urgency on this count in part is owed to their realisation that either’s move to deploy will raise the level of what Thomas Schelling calls “things that leave something to chance”, thus resulting in an inherently unstable situation.

After all, both sides are conscious of the level of their own technological expertise: neither has sophisticated early warning systems, missiles in South Asia are dual-use and thus the target cannot distinguish if a missile is conventional or nuclear, and neither trusts the other for diplomacy to have any real chance should a launch be planned or undertaken.

I believe it was no coincidence that neither India nor Pakistan ever deployed their nuclear arsenal during the 1999 and 2001-02 crises. Occasional reports that preparations were underway have never been confirmed. But even assuming they were true, it is interesting to note that each one of these signalled to some intermittent step — preparations to deploy, relocation of missiles, activity near warhead sites, order to put nuclear forces on alert (which is way short of deployment).

No report actually claims that deployment took place. Several of my own discussions with strategists on both sides suggest that there was no evidence of ground preparations for full deployment. The point is that the two sides remained extremely cautious during both crises and avoided taking any hasty step towards deployment knowing that once done, escalation control would be severely compromised.

This argument can be stretched further.

Assume hypothetically that Pakistan and India did plan deployment during the two crises and would have gone ahead if the crises had escalated to an all-out war. I would still contend that the inhibitive pressure that is preventing them from deploying during peacetime means that the two sides will always enter crises in a recessed state.

If so, this is welcome. It gives diplomacy a real chance of succeeding by adding a considerable lag between a decision to deploy and actual deployment. In fact, with constant US satellite surveillance it becomes virtually impossible to deploy during a crisis without causing a diplomatic backlash. The 2001-02 crisis is a classic example of US diplomacy restraining Pakistan and India by exposing intelligence on their respective provocative movements.

Second — and this flows from the logic of the above — the concern about the deployment-induced risk is so high in the international community that it will be unreasonable to expect it to limit its role to crisis situations alone. This holds true not only for the South Asian states in question but for any pair of contiguous states (or even those that are very close to each other and thus confront problems of short missile flight-times) that acquire nuclear weapons in the future.

Among those tipped to take the nuclear route some time in the future, examples include North Korea and Japan, North Korea and South Korea, and Saudi Arabia and Iran (I do not include Israel and its Arab rivals and China and Taiwan because in those cases, one of the rivals — namely China and Israel — for each pair may already have deployed arsenals. Israel is said to have deployed submarine capability on the Dolphins. Unless they reverse deployment, this argument would not apply to them). Each of these countries is one that the US has enough leverage to appease or coerce.

Arguably, the concern about dangers associated with short missile times would play up both in terms of US efforts to prevent these states from going nuclear (this won’t be the primary concern but it will be an added factor that worries Washington) in the first place as well as to prevent them from deploying nuclear missiles if they do cross the threshold. Again, from the stability-instability aspect, this implies that short missile flight-times make it tougher for states to deploy.

The current view on contiguity needs to be rethought. For my argument would suggest that while the present stability in the South Asian regime — the absence of any serious possibility of pre-emption, command and control failure, safety and security of the arsenals, or a moment’s decision to launch — is a result of the redressed postures of South Asia’s nuclear arsenal (this is an accepted view point), redressed postures in large part are a function of contiguity. The latter goes against conventional wisdom.

Further, this argument would suggest that deployment is not on the cards in South Asia; in fact, realising the dangers Pakistan and India may even consider keeping their sea-based deterrents ‘semi-deployed’ (completely redressed postures for SLBMs defeat the purpose of their existence) when they get to that point.

Finally, the contiguity factor of US and Soviet deployed missiles in Europe during the Cold War was a fundamentally different case. The territories and people at stake did not belong to those who would have lobbed the missiles. Further, both were superpowers whom no other state could coerce or appease to alter their behaviour. The very premise of my argument is that Pakistan and India are concerned about the possibility of a catastrophe on their own soils and remain exposed to diplomatic coercion.
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