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The 65-nation Conference on Disarmament (CD) started its 2012 session in Geneva last month. To no one’s surprise, substantive work in the conference has again been stalled because of the inability of the participating countries to agree on a programme of work. The stumbling block, like last year, is the proposed treaty to ban the production of fissile material which is the key component of nuclear weapons. 

The US and its Western allies consider a treaty to cut off future production of fissile material to be the “next logical step” in furthering their non-proliferation goals and would like the CD to begin negotiations on it without further delay. Pakistan has a very different perspective on the issue. Its concern is with the maintenance of a credible minimum deterrent against India, which is the main guarantor of regional stability. Pakistan has therefore been opposed to the commencement of negotiations on such a treaty unless it also deals with disparities in existing stockpiles, in which India enjoys a comparative advantage. Pakistan’s concerns on this issue have been heightened greatly by the US.-India nuclear deal and the waiver given by the Nuclear Suppliers’ Group to India from its guidelines disallowing nuclear trade with non-NPT countries. 

In the absence of agreement on the scope of a fissile material treaty, Pakistan and several other developing countries would like the conference to start substantive work on three other “core issues” which are ripe for negotiation: nuclear disarmament, assurances by nuclear powers not to attack non-nuclear states (“negative security assurances”), and the prevention of an arms race in outer space. But many Western countries led by the US are not prepared to agree to any substantive work that does not include the negotiation of a fissile material cut-off treaty (FMCT). U.S. also opposes simultaneous negotiations on all four core issues and would like the CD to focus on FMCT alone. 

Having failed to win the argument, the US has been doing what it does when it fails to reach its goal by diplomatic persuasion. It has applied pressure, backed by warnings and thinly veiled threats, to make Pakistan give up its stand on FMCT. In a speech in the CD in February last year, Clinton accused Pakistan of abusing the consensus principle and warned that US patience was “not infinite”. If negotiations were not begun in the CD, she declared, the US was determined to pursue “other options”. In the effort to pressure Pakistan, high-level conferences have been held at the UN General Assembly to attack Pakistan for “abusing the consensus principle”.

Despite US pressure, Pakistan has not changed its position on FMCT. Washington’s tactics may even have backfired and hardened Pakistan’s stance. Haqqani’s departure from our embassy in Washington has made it even less likely that our “elected civilian government” will be in a position to oblige the U.S. on this issue. 

Furthermore, Washington’s threat to negotiate the FMCT at a forum outside the CD has now been exposed as a bluff. Unlike last year, Rose Gottemoeller, US Assistant Secretary of State for Arms Control, did not speak of pursuing “other options” when she delivered her country’s opening statement last month at the 2012 session of the CD. The negotiating venue for the treaty, she said, was of less importance than the participants. The key states most directly affected by an FMCT should be involved. She did not name those countries but Pakistan obviously falls in this category. She also spoke against amending the consensus rule at the CD, in order to break the current logjam. Clearly, Washington does not intend pursuing the idea of shifting the negotiations to another forum. 

Gottemoeller also said that the US was working hard to make the case to countries which have reservations about the FMCT “that starting negotiations is not something to fear.” The main addressee of this remark was Pakistan. Anyone who has been listening knows what Pakistan wants before it agrees to the negotiation of FMCT. Zamir Akram, our Permanente Representative to the CD, made it explicit in an interview carried last December by Arms Control Today. He was asked if Pakistan would be willing to enter negotiations on an FMCT if the country gets an NSG waiver like India. Akram’s reply was an unambiguous Yes.

The key question therefore is whether the US and the other relevant countries are willing to remove the NSG ban on global nuclear commerce with Pakistan. In an op-ed Michael Krepon, co-founder of Stimson Centre in Washington, has called this wishful thinking on the part of Pakistan. His argument is that Pakistan can’t afford nuclear power plants unless they are offered at concessionary rates. He may or may not be right about Pakistan’s capacity to buy nuclear reactors, but that is a decision for Pakistan to make. Currently, even when concessionary rates are available, Pakistan cannot buy nuclear reactors unless covered by the ‘grandfather’ clause, which is only available for Chinese reactors. 

The most significant point about Krepon’s article is that in dismissing the prospect of Pakistan getting civilian nuclear technology, he mentions neither the proliferation activities of Dr AQ Khan, which was ostensibly the main reason for denying a civilian nuclear deal to Pakistan, nor the oft-touted fear that Pakistan’s nuclear assets might fall in the hands of the terrorists, which has since been cited as another constraint. This only confirms that these are only convenient excuses for denying nuclear technology to Pakistan. The real reason lies elsewhere, namely in the US decision to “make India a global power” in order to counter China’s rise. 

A very large part of the responsibility for our failure to get NSG waiver lies with our own political leaders, military and civilian, in government and in the opposition. While India and the US were working on their nuclear deal, Musharraf, as well as Benazir, were mainly interested in getting Washington to broker a power-sharing deal between them. Zardari’s priorities can be gauged from the fact that he directed the Foreign Ministry to withdraw the objections raised by our delegation to the India-US nuclear deal in the IAEA Board of Governors, simply on receiving a telephone call from Washington. Neither Nawaz Sharif nor any other leader of PML-N has ever demanded the removal of the nuclear embargo on Pakistan.

The lack of seriousness of the government in pursuing Pakistan’s demand for civilian nuclear technology is evident also from the fact that it is not included in the recommendations sent by the government to the Parliamentary Committee on National Security on resetting Pakistan-US relations. On 9 January, after briefing the committee on this subject, Foreign Minister Khar said that no proposal to link the question of Pakistan’s access to civil nuclear technology with the resumption of Nato supplies was under consideration. But she did not enlighten the nation if the nuclear issue would be taken up in the wider context of a review of bilateral relations with the US and she failed to raise the matter in her meeting with Clinton last Thursday.

If Pakistan has so far refused to bend to the US demand for joining in a consensus to commence FMCT negotiations, the credit goes not to the government but to the military establishment and the country’s professional Foreign Service. The most we can expect from the government is that it will stick to the demand for an NSG waiver as a condition for agreeing to the commencement of FMCT negotiations. The US would then have to decide whether it wants the treaty more than it wants to deny civilian nuclear technology to Pakistan. Washington’s own national interest would seem to dictate that it should get Pakistan a waiver from the NSG guidelines so that FMCT negotiations can begin. 
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