Some respite for much-maligned AQK
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IRAN imbroglio does not seem to be moving towards an early resolution. Every other day some new elements are added to the confusing situation making it more complex and more complicated. And in the process, Pakistan`s involvement, in one way or the other, also figures prominently in the western media, particularly in the context of nuclear proliferation.

It is widely believed that Pakistani nuclear scientist. Dr Abdul Qadeer Khan supplied the nuclear material and know-how to the Islamic Republic to enable it make an atomic bomb. But a recent report emanating from Tehran strongly refutes the allegation. Iran’s top nuclear negotiator Ali Larijani has dismissed all talk about his country offering money (bribe) to Pakistan to buy nuclear technology. He also asserts that Dr. A.Q. Khan had, in no way, helped Iran in its nuclear programme.

Mr Larijani is secretary-general of Iran `s National Security Council. In this capacity he made several visits to Pakistan and had frank discussions with Pakistani leaders. He has categorically denied any assistance from Pakistan at any stage in developing nuclear technology which he insists is for peaceful purposes. He is of the view that all such `tales` are being circulated to keep Pakistan under pressure. In his opinion no designs of some Pakistan-centrifuges, or some centrifuges themselves found their way into Iranian installations.

The alleged money deal story came to light for the first time when Ms Benazir Bhutto, the former prime minister, quoted Gen. Aslam Beg, who was the army chief during her first term, as saying that Iran had offered a huge sum (as much as twelve billion dollars) to Pakistan to acquire nuclear technology. Even if it is assumed for the sake of argument that a deal was being made, Gen Beg has himself pointed out that he had conveyed the purported Iranian offer to the prime minister who declined the alleged financial offer.

Mr Larijani claims that his country`s nuclear technology is indigenous and if Pakistan had helped Iran it was only at the level of academic discussions.

This statement of Mr Larijani clarifies two issues. It shows that by declining the Iranian offer (if there really was any offer), Ms Bhutto acted responsibly and in the best interest of the country. Secondly, it exonerates the much maligned father of Pakistan`s atomic bomb, Dr A.Q. Khan .Though doubts are sometimes expressed about Khan`s role in the Iranian nuclear programme in the international circles, the Pakistani authorities never hesitate in tacitly endorsing all the accusations against him. In fact, the AQK has already become a dirty word within the country.

It is not yet clear how much and to what extent Pakistan`s political leadership was able to play an instrumental role in policy decisions and control mechanism of the nuclear programme. Ms Bhutto has repeatedly asserted that she had not much to say on such matters. It appears that from the very beginning this vital programme was beyond the purview of the democratic leadership and it was the army which had an effective control over the whole operation.

Internally, such matters created no problem. Knowledgeable persons knew how far the military could exercise its discretion on such critical matters. But the world`s attention turned to Pakistan only when it was felt that it was being used as a conduit for supplying nuclear technology to other countries. Though Pakistan was not a signatory to the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), this behaviour that amounted to utter violation of the norms of peaceful co-existence could not be ignored by the West. As Pakistan had successfully overcome many hurdles in the process of acquisition of nuclear know-how, it was feared that it could transfer this deadly knowledge to those countries, presumed to be eagerly looking for it.

It was often stated that Pakistan had made its highly specialised technology available to North Korea, Libya and Iran. It has now been revealed that North Korea which has already developed nuclear technology has a different system altogether and Pakistan could not have helped it in any way. The Libyan story is not given much credence.

The attention is now diverted to Iran which is an eye sore for the West. Iran`s defiant attitude towards the United States on the nuclear issue is considered as an affront to the West. Iran has signed the NPT and carefully follows the rules and obligations of the IAEA, the international body regulating the nuclear policies. Iran has been accused of receiving nuclear know-how through Dr A. Q. Khan which it officially denies.

So where does Dr Khan stand in this conundrum?

Dr Khan is said to have written a letter to his daughter spelling out the secrets of nuclear energy. The Pakistan government intercepted this letter. Now the daughter claims that the letter contained no nuclear secrets and it only mentioned `names of persons and places. If it is so, what is the harm in making the contents of the letter public ? When there are accusations and counter- accusations, why not come out with the truth? Why should the poor scientist continue to suffer disgrace and humiliation at least in cases where he does not deserve it? If he had requested to be operated upon by Dr Adeeb Rizvi, one of the most distinguished surgeons, what was the harm in accepting his request ?

Dr Khan, who is the key player in this sordid drama, should be allowed to have his say. This facility is provided even to the most condemned criminals. Why should he remain deprived of this fundamental right? As he is confined to his house and is not allowed to meet his friends, all sorts of rumours circulate about him in Islamabad and elsewhere in the country. If we have nothing to hide (and I am sure there is no such thing), let us allow the members of the international community to meet him and seek his views.

On several occasions, we have allowed the international media to visit our sensitive institutions. One may recall how a veteran Indian journalist, Kuldip Nayar, was permitted to visit Kahuta installations while accompanied by Mr. Mushahid Hussain, the then editor of an Islamabad daily. Perhaps at that point of time Pakistan wanted to convey a message to India that Pakistan too had developed the nuclear teeth and could not be an easy target by the neighbouring country.

Dr A.Q. Khan`s version would be of great importance to the people of the country and the world at large. It would also unveil the most guarded secrets of the establishment. It would not harm the national interest of the country. Rather it would revive our faith in a system that does not allow narrow considerations to prevail on basic issues. If we do not speak out the truth, others will . Former Iranian president has said that Ms Bhutto had told him that as a woman she was unable to assert herself in dealing with the Taliban as she knew what they thought of women.

Most riddles of our political life can be resolved only if we learn to be truthful.

