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At the Second Nuclear Summit in Seoul last month, as well as at the First Nuclear Summit in Washington in April 2010, Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani made a strong case for non-discriminatory access to nuclear technology for peaceful uses, including nuclear power-generation, to meet our growing energy and development needs. 

 

In presenting Pakistan’s case on both occasions, Gilani tried to alleviate the unfounded fears about Pakistan’s nuclear security by citing its four-decade-long experience of safe and secure operation of nuclear power plants, a highly trained manpower and a well-established safety and security culture. He also apprised the world leaders of the measures implemented by Pakistan, as any other nuclear-weapons state would do, to strengthen the safety and security of its nuclear installations and materials.

 

Pakistan meets every criteria-based benchmark to become a member of the Nuclear Supplier’s Group and other export control regimes on non-discriminatory basis. But this reality is not what the world’s nuclear arbiters would have found palatable. Their whole attention in recent years has been on redefining the nuclear issue. The focus now is not on nuclear “disarmament”; it is on nuclear “terrorism” and on countries considered “troublesome” in their reckoning. The casualty in the process is the goal of “nuclear zero.”

 

The current global nuclear order inspires no confidence in the non-proliferation agenda being followed by the big powers in an arbitrary and discriminatory manner, with scant regard for “general and complete disarmament” as envisaged in Article VI of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). The real problem in the global disarmament architecture is the persistent rhetorical stance on the part of major NPT powers, especially the US and Russia, which possess 25 percent of the world’s nuclear arsenals. What they are really saying is that they can have their weapons forever but everyone else may not. 

 

President Obama has himself acknowledged this bleak reality by saying that he “may not live long enough to see a nuclear-free world and that the United States will maintain a nuclear arsenal as long as these weapons exist.” To our friends in the Western world, the nuclear question has traditionally been one-dimensional. The symptom, not the disease, is their problem. Their undivided focus on non-proliferation has been only as a concept which they have ingeniously adapted to their own intent and purpose. Partial arms limitation or arms reduction arrangements are no substitute for the avowed “general and complete disarmament.”

 

While undue restrictions on development of nuclear technology for peaceful purposes, a right guaranteed under the NPT’s Article IV, continue to be applied, strengthening the monopoly of a few over nuclear technology, country-specific waivers are being allowed for self-serving reasons. These short-sighted policies for access to nuclear technology in disregard of equitably applicable criteria are clear circumvention of the global non-proliferation regime. They not only force others to look for ways outside the treaty but also allow the possibility of such arrangements leading to diversion of nuclear material for military purposes.

 

Against this murky backdrop, it is not sufficient just to look at the two nuclear security summits held within a span of two years as major developments affecting the nuclear strategic issue. Both NSS events were guided by a narrowly-based nuclear security-related agenda focusing not on the larger non-proliferation goals but on diversionary “nuclear security” issues under the alibi of building a new global consensus on securing nuclear materials, facilities and technologies. Whatever the stated motivation, the real purpose of this new process was only to use the perceived “terrorist threat” to further tighten the noose for the have-nots’ access to nuclear materials and technology. 

 

With the participation of 47 states and related UN agencies, the Washington Summit laid out a global strategy “to secure vulnerable nuclear materials, break up black markets, detect and intercept materials in transit, and use financial tools to disrupt illicit trade in nuclear materials.” The short communique reaffirmed highest-level political commitment of participating states to the objectives of nuclear security. A Work Plan was also adopted outlining specific measures to be taken by participating States on a time-bound basis. 

 

Even if the Washington strategy works to secure vulnerable nuclear materials against unauthorised use or capture and disrupt their illicit trade in black markets, fears and concerns over the risks of a disastrous nuclear conflict remain unaddressed. The future of the world remains hostage not merely to one act of terrorism but also, and to a larger degree, to one accident or one strategic miscalculation. In that sense, nuclear dangers abound on many fronts. All told, there are currently nuclear weapons materials in more than 40 countries, some “secured by nothing more than a chain-link fence.” 

 

The Washington strategy might perhaps serve to reinforce the already existing systems, and tighten the legislative controls and administrative mechanisms on export controls. But to be effective, its applicability must be non-selective and non-discriminatory, and in dealing with the countries known to possess nuclear capability, a criteria-based approach by the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) will be needed to ensure a properly accountable and verifiable civil nuclear cooperation. Another stark reality being conveniently ignored in the NSS process is that today it is the biological and chemical materials that are more vulnerable and can be used as a vehicle of terrorism. 

 

The Seoul Summit, as a follow-up to the Washington strategy, was a non-starter from the very beginning. Differences of approach were clearly visible between the two camps. As against the US-led group of NSS proponents, non-aligned countries including Egypt, Malaysia, Indonesia, India, Pakistan and South Africa considered nuclear security as a national responsibility, rather than an international one. 

 

The NSS advocates wanted an ambitious additional menu of measures in the field of nuclear security. But non-aligned countries looked at this approach as too “selective” a multilateral process and expressed preference for a voluntary global mechanism in which the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) had a central role to play and it should be inclusive rather than exclusive. Countries like Iran, Syria, Venezuela and Cuba, which were kept out, should be involved in the process. China shared the non-aligned countries’ approach. 

 

In a communique long on general commitments but short on specifics, the 58 delegates at the Seoul Summit just reiterated a joint call to “secure all vulnerable nuclear material in four years” and backed the “essential role” of the IAEA in “facilitating international cooperation”. Analysts described the actual results as modest and noted that nothing binding was adopted. For Obama, the whole process had to be choreographed so that his re-election prospects do not diminish. 

 

On the other hand, the expediency-led world continues to witness an erosion of arms control and disarmament measures, reversal of non-proliferation policies of the key powers, violation of treaty obligations and weakening of UN disarmament institutions. As a result, there are clear differences of perspective, approach and modalities among states to promote international and regional peace and security through disarmament and non-proliferation.

 

Meanwhile, lack of progress towards nuclear disarmament and advocacy by a few powerful states of doctrines such as pre-emption, cold start, development of new nuclear weapons and development and deployment of destabilising systems like the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) systems are perpetrating tensions at the regional and global levels. 

 

Also lack of progress in the resolution of long-standing regional disputes, emergence of new forms of conflicts emanating from power asymmetries, as well as economic and social disparities and injustices, continue to obstruct the objective of equal security for all.
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