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Pakistan has proposed a plan for setting up nuclear power parks, in which foreign private investors can build nuclear power reactors in the designated parks — File Photo 

AFTER years of little movement in the field of global nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation, a number of important developments in the spring months of this year have led observers and analysts to coin the term ‘nuclear spring’ to describe this spurt in activities. 

These developments are:— The issuance of the Nuclear Posture Review on April 6, in which the US declared that it would not launch nuclear attacks against non-nuclear weapon states (unless faced with a chemical or biological attack) and announced substantial cuts in its nuclear and missile development programmes.— The signing of a US-Russia new START treaty on April 8, reducing each country’s nuclear arsenal by 30 per cent. 

— The holding of a 47-nation nuclear security summit in Washington on April 12-13, at US initiative, which approved a voluntary plan for participating nations to secure thousands of tons of fissile material existing in many countries. 

— The ongoing session of the 2010 NPT Review Conference, which aims at strengthening the nuclear treaty in the face of the serious danger of its failure as a non-proliferation regime. 

But ‘nuclear spring’ does not merely refer to the season of the year in which these activities are taking place. It also alludes to the fact that some 25 years ago, the threat of nuclear war looming over the planet mainly due to US-Soviet rivalry had prompted the prediction of a so-called nuclear winter that would bring an end to our entire civilisation. 

The disastrous accident at the nuclear plant in Chernobyl in 1986 had further reinforced the bleak outlook. At that time the term ‘nuclear winter’ evoked fear and dread. Since that gloomy time, it is only now that western observers and analysts have resorted to a seasonal analogy for the nuclear scene, and it is a positive one. Winter usually denotes despondency, while spring denotes hope. 

This change in perspective has come about because the scare of a nuclear blight has been replaced by a new danger that portends global devastation, that of global warming. Scientists have found that the earth is registering an alarming rise in temperature. Global warming is attributed principally to heavy carbon emissions from the burning of fossil fuels i.e. coal, oil and gas.

In this context, nuclear power has come to be seen as environmentally safe or clean, as against power derived from fossil fuels. Consequently, since the middle of this decade, many countries began switching to nuclear power, which has come back in favour. This has been dubbed as the ‘nuclear renaissance’. 

Of course, nuclear power generation has a frightening downside. Nuclear fuel can be diverted to weapons-grade fissile material, enabling the development of nuclear weapons. It was this danger that had led to the adoption of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1968. 

However, the NPT was inherently discriminatory; it recognised only five countries as nuclear weapon states and prohibited all others from developing nuclear weapons, declaring them non-nuclear weapon states. For this reason, it lost credibility and effectiveness over the years. 

For one, its provision regarding eventual elimination of nuclear weapons has been ignored. Secondly, some of its signatories have been found or are suspected to be in violation of it non-proliferation provisions, as for example, North Korea and Iran. Third, some important countries have refused to sign the NPT and have gone ahead to develop nuclear weapons capability, like India, Pakistan and Israel. 

To add to its other deficiencies, the NPT is not equipped to deal with the new danger of fissile material falling into the hands of non-state actors who could resort to nuclear terrorism. The nuclear-spring activities that have taken place this year, and are still continuing, have aimed to address these challenges. 

The trends that have emerged suggest that the following changes may come about: 

— A certain degree of flexibility in the rigid non-proliferation regime of old, as evidenced in the Indo-US nuclear deal. 

— Greater focus on safety and security of nuclear materials and nuclear technology to avoid the danger of nuclear terrorism, resulting from nuclear material falling into the hands of terrorist groups. 

— Continued efforts towards forward movement on global disarmament. 

These developments will have a direct bearing on Pakistan, which has been an anti-status quo power with regard to the non-proliferation regime as it has existed. Consequently, for Pakistan, the following possibilities will open up: 

— Pakistan could look forward to developing nuclear cooperation with western countries, particularly the US. This would provide it access to the nuclear energy market. Pakistan has already made a request with the US for a civil nuclear deal and has not been rebuffed. Secondly, Pakistan has made a bid to be considered as a supplier state for providing nuclear fuel in the envisaged plan for internationalisation of the nuclear fuel cycle. It should be possible for Pakistan’s offer to be accepted under the new nuclear order. 

— Pakistan had proposed some time ago a plan for setting up nuclear power parks, in which foreign private investors can build nuclear power reactors in the designated parks, and operate as foreign enterprises, as investments in other sectors, under the supervision of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and Pakistan’s regulatory requirements. This scheme does not depend upon a nuclear deal with the US or any other country and can become effective if the IAEA board and the Nuclear Suppliers Group approve it. The power parks will bring us back into the nuclear community as well as provide electricity for our needs. 

— Pakistan should also expect less pressure on it for signing the NPT. A US official has already hinted as much. There has also been talk in the non-proliferation community of some creative ways to accommodate non-signatory states in the NPT, through associate membership or some kind of adherent status. 

It will depend upon our negotiating strategy how we can extract benefits for ourselves from this new orientation of the US and the larger international community to evolve a more flexible and accommodating nuclear order. 

