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PAKISTAN has dismissed the concerns raised by certain inspired and tendentious reports in the western media about the safety of its strategic assets. These reports are highly controversial and belie the ground realities.

Pakistan, being a signatory to the Convention of the Nuclear Safety, is fully committed to enforcing the internationally recognised safety measures for its nuclear assets. It has, therefore, made a conscious effort to ensure the safety of its nuclear stockpiles and devised a well defined Command and Control System. Well trained commando units are deployed to guard the nuclear installations and other related sensitive areas which foreclose the possibility of unauthorised persons gaining access to nuclear weapons.

In 1998, when Pakistan became an overt nuclear weapons state, the question of the safety of its nuclear assets assumed crucial importance. Accordingly, while planning for the development of nuclear human resources, emphasis was laid on the training of scientists and engineers in the field of nuclear safety. These highly qualified personnel continue to be an essential part of all nuclear establishments in the country. Pakistan has an impeccable record of custodial safety and security, free of any incident of theft or leakage of nuclear material or technology.

It may be pertinent to mention that a report by the United States prime anti-proliferation organisation, the Institute for Science and International Security, published in 2005, has also endorsed Islamabad’s claim that Dr. A. Q. Khan’s network that is believed to have sold nuclear technology in the black market was a transnational organisation and not a Pakistani set-up.

The apprehension in the western world that the existing political instability in Pakistan could put a big question mark on the effectiveness of the command and control of Islamabad’s nuclear assets as the Islamic extremist groups may form alliances with the pro-Islamic elements in the army that controls the country’s nuclear programme. This may jeopardise the safety and security of its fissile material and nuclear installations.

These concerns are, however, over-stated as, despite the growing tendency for Islamisation among its ranks, the Pakistan army essentially remains a professional force and the emphasis on Islam is merely ideological and inspirational and has no political connotations. Therefore the army, as an institution, will, under all circumstances, protect the country’s vital interests.

It is also pertinent to point out that the nuclear states generally keep their nuclear weapons in an unconstituted form for security reasons and therefore only a highly trained manpower can reconstitute them. It is therefore extremely unlikely that extremists and terrorists, even if they are able to lay hands on such weapons, will be able to reconstitute them for detonation. This negates the possibility of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons falling into the hands of undesirable elements as a result of the domestic political instability.

Some political analysts are of the opinion that Washington believes that Pakistan has become a centre of violent terrorist movements and is insufficiently equipped to guard its nuclear assets or stop these from falling into the hands of terrorists and, therefore, it might be planning to neutralise its nuclear programme. One cannot rule out this possibility altogether.

Joseph R. Biden, Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, has recently confirmed that President George W. Bush is consulting senior leaders on plans to neutralise Pakistan’s nuclear capabilities if President Musharraf’s regime collapses. The US, however, must realise that if it acted to implement its plan it would lead to a very serious situation in Pakistan with serious consequences.

It would also ignite public anger against the United States not only in Pakistan but throughout the Islamic world. Indeed, nothing can be more ominous than a coercive attitude being adopted by the United States towards its trusted ally in the latter’s time of difficulties.

Pakistan struggled for a quarter of a century to promote a nuclear-free zone in South Asia. However, after having failed in its efforts, it was obliged to exercise its nuclear option to meet its security concerns. The Bush administration could have reversed the nuclear proliferation in South Asia only by pursuing a coherent and non-discriminatory non-proliferation policy. Instead, it has concluded a nuclear deal with India exempting that country from the non-proliferation norms and has thus moved closer to accepting it as a nuclear state.

Regrettably, the United States is not willing to sign a similar deal with Pakistan as it has done with India. This illustrates how Washington perceives its nuclear policy in South Asia. In any case, Pakistan is now a nuclear state which must maintain a minimum deterrent in the overall interest of its security and territorial integrity.

The US policymakers should, therefore, take a longer view and, instead of contemplating to neutralise Pakistan’s nuclear capability, should rectify the situation that has been created as a result of their partisan attitude in favour of India.
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