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LAST month, Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz while attending the D-8 Conference in Bali, Indonesia, stated that Iran’s “nuclear issue was a very complex issue” and that while Iran had a right to use nuclear power for generating energy it should not make nuclear weapons nor go for its proliferation in the region.

Earlier in April, Foreign Minister Khurshid Kasuri, after holding talks with his Turkish counterpart Abdullah Gul, said: “Pakistan is against the use of force ...Diplomacy must be given a chance.” He further stated that Pakistan had already paid “a big price” due to the US-led war in neighbouring Afghanistan and did not want similar instability on its borders with Iran. He added: “We must try to find a way out and have an inspection regime which Iran has indicated it will accept, whereby the concerns of the international community can be met and we have a peaceful and diplomatic resolution to this dispute through diplomatic means”.

Pakistan and Iran are friendly Muslim neighbours with rich historical and strong cultural affinities. The ongoing US-Iran nuclear crisis is seen with deep concern in Pakistan. With US and allied military forces stationed in Iraq and Afghanistan, Pakistan and the Islamic world desire an early end to the crisis. A negotiated settlement that will guarantee Iran’s rights and privileges as a sovereign state along with allaying of international community’s concerns over Iran’s nuclear weapons programme is seen the only way out by Islamabad and many other capitals.

Pakistan’s standpoint on the Iran-US nuclear row is that it should be settled within the framework of the IAEA and that Iran has a legal right to nuclear enrichment for peaceful purposes under the provisions of the NPT. While Pakistan desires non-use of force in the settlement of this dispute and hopes that Iran as a member of international community will abide by any UN resolution, it finds its peace-making role circumscribed as to what it can do to persuade Iran or the US to defuse the crisis.

According to certain analysts, Iran’s going nuclear will not create major problems for Pakistan. Pakistan per se does not have any dispute with Iran and their relations have always been traditionally friendly especially during the Shah regime. However, the bilateral relations turned sour during the Taliban regime (with both countries supporting opposing Afghan groups) and in the post 9/11 period, these became more relaxed after Pakistan switched off its support to the Taliban regime in Afghanistan.

Of course, Pakistan, like other nuclear powers, would feel uncomfortable with nuclear proliferation taking place in the adjoining region. Should Iran choose to follow a radical agenda, become less flexible and emerge as a strong competitor in the Gulf, Afghanistan and Central Asia, relations with Pakistan and others could get cool, if not unfriendly.

Pakistan’s alleged nuclear connections with Iran could be “resurrected” by the US to put fresh pressures, albeit Pakistani leadership has taken very stringent and tight measures against any leakages.

President Bush, during his visit to South Asia in March last, studiously castigated Iran for its nuclear programme in all the capitals he visited: Kabul, New Delhi and Islamabad. Earlier, there were some pressures on Pakistan to lend support to US moves against Iran and to seriously review any decision on Iran-Pakistan-India pipeline project.

While Pakistan has been firm in its stance that it will not side with the US against its Muslim neighbour and that it will take a decision on the gas pipeline issue in its enlightened national interest, the US sensitivities remain. In the event the US or Israel decide to launch any military strikes against Iran’s nuclear installations in pre or post-nuclearisaton phase, a backlash on Pakistani domestic scene will be severe.

India and Russia, on their part, would not like to see a nuclear-armed Iran as this would bring multiple nuclear weapons and give an impetus to nuclear proliferation in the region. In case Iran goes fully nuclearised, the Pakistan-US (and Pakistan-Israel) relations may come under strain. Already, there are complaints voiced by some US policy circles about Pakistan not “doing enough” in the war against terrorism in Afghanistan; however, the situation could change if the incumbent regime in Iran becomes moderate and more acceptable to the countries in the region.

Some observers think that equipped with nuclear arsenals the revolutionary regime in Iran might feel tempted to support more aggressively certain radical Islamic groups. Pakistan is a multi-sect society where sectarian conflicts have already taken their toll; in fact, Saudi Arabia and Iran have supported different religious groups /sections on various occasions in the past decades.

Pakistan’s main threat perception comes from its eastern neighbour, India. It is traditionally linked to the US, now as a major non-Nato ally. While maintaining friendly ties with the US it would not allow its facilities to be used against any of its friendly neighbours. Pakistan’s diplomacy will be aimed at defusing the crisis early and peacefully. It would, therefore, like to see Iran mellowing its hard stance and, likewise, the US becoming less rigid in its approach and giving respect to Iran’s sovereignty and its just demands regarding nuclear energy. Moreover, Pakistan is of the view that an overly ideologised, confrontationist policy is neither in US nor in Iran’s interest.

Pakistan is friendly to the US and the West in its own perceived national interests given the difficult neighbourhood it faces with a strong, powerful India. Since 1999 Pakistan has steered a course of “enlightened moderation.” This is after having suffered bouts of Islamic fundamentalism in the wake of prolonged Afghan war with adverse impact on its society. Currently, it acts as a major non-Nato ally, “strategic partner” and “frontline state” against global terrorism. It has a symbiotic relationship with the West.

Muslim masses in the Islamic world and most Pakistanis would jubilate over Iran’s entry into the elite nuclear club on religious, emotional grounds as they did on their own country’s going nuclear. But Iran’s nuclearisation will bring in its wake some challenges. To acquire nuclear weapons is one thing but to graduate into a responsible, mature nuclear power with a proper nuclear doctrine is another. Besides, it takes time to settle into a working relationship with other nuclear powers.

In case there occur chronic conflicts in the Middle East and absence of CBMs, the probability of the use of nuclear weapons could increase. Iran will have to think of post-nuclearisation phase. In the event of hostilities, the Gulf, which acts as major artery for passage of oil, could be blocked and hurt the economies of adjoining countries as oil price rises. This price hike is already taking place although it is only a “war of words” between the US and Iran.

Also, in case of serious escalation in tensions, leading to military strikes on nuclear installations on Isfahan and Bushehr, the environmental ill-effects could easily affect Pakistan and go beyond. There could also be a stream of refugees or terrorists entering border regions into Pakistan and Afghanistan. Besides, Pakistan’s Balochistan, now undergoing a high-pace development process, could become inaccessible to foreign investors.

Examples of new nuclear weapons states such as North Korea, Pakistan and Israel show that despite becoming nuclear, they continue to face innumerable domestic problems. Nuclearisation is not a remedy to problems of underdevelopment and poverty rooted in history. Notwithstanding their positive value in acting as deterrent against predatory and hegemonic neighbours the modern state system is redefining its paradigm of security that emphasises human security. In fact, greater threats now seem to emanate from within than from outside. Iran as a developing country faces many problems. War with neighbours and sanctions have taken their toll through the years. Despite oil economy, economic problems (unemployment, income disparities), internal rifts (between reformists and hardliners), human rights and international isolation are key problem areas. Further, Iran has to open its society to real participatory system in order to unlock the immense human talent and expertise of its people, especially of its almost two million diaspora of qualified people living outside.

As a resource-rich country, it needs to export its abundant resources to a friendly world and attract major investments for its infrastructure and oil and gas sector development. It lies on the axis of Central Asia and the Gulf and has the potential to become the hub of an energy grid that could contribute to regional development.

In sum, Pakistan, like other neighbours, hopes for an early and negotiated solution of the crisis. In this connection, the recent letter from President Ahmedinejad to President Bush is a welcome step to ease tensions. While direct talks between US and Iran are essential, China and Russia and certain important Muslim countries like Indonesia and the OIC too should play a pro-active role in the resolution of the crisis.
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