The real security threat 
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FORMER Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto’s recent statement that she will allow the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to question Dr A.Q. Khan has created a ruckus. Right-wing analysts are pouring scorn on her for re-opening a supposedly closed chapter. 

The government and the opposition parties are castigating her for undermining the security of Pakistan’s nuclear programme to appease the Americans for petty political ends. Ms Bhutto’s possible political motivations aside, her argument stands on its own merit. 

Let’s first get the facts straight. On Sept 25, Ms Bhutto was asked at the Middle East Institute in Washington D.C. if she would ‘permit A.Q. Khan to be interviewed by the West’. Her response: ‘We don’t agree that western governments should have access to A.Q. Khan at this stage but we do believe that the IAEA would have the right to put questions to A.Q. Khan that would satisfy them and would give the world community greater confidence that the illegal structure has been broken and that no further dangerous repercussions for the world community would come about.’ 

What is all the fuss about? Why is Ms Bhutto being berated for agreeing to allow the UN nuclear watchdog official access to A.Q. Khan when the military under Musharraf has already reportedly allowed the US government covert access to interrogate him?In the New Yorker of April 17, 2006, the veteran investigative reporter Seymour Hersh quoted a Pentagon official as saying, ‘The Pakistani government has given the US new access to A.Q. Khan’, who had been ‘singing like a canary,’ providing information on Iran’s ‘weapons design and its time-line for building a bomb’. 

A.Q. Khan did not confess to his role in nuclear proliferation on national television at the insistence of Ms Bhutto. And as she pointed out, and most Pakistanis know, he was not solely responsible for trafficking nuclear materials to Iran, North Korea and Libya since the country’s nuclear programme is under the ‘command and control’ of the army. 

Passing the buck to civilians for its colossal policy errors is a tried and tested tactic used by the Pakistan military, and its civilian apologists, to discredit popular leaders. This is not only bad politics, it is bad history. 

Credible historical accounts place major culpability in virtually all of the major strategic disasters in our history on the military: the failed guerilla incursion into Indian-held Kashmir and the subsequent 1965 war, the 1971 war and secession of East Pakistan, and more recently, the Kargil war. 

Nuclear proliferation is just another symptom of the dangers posed by the lack of democratic-civilian control of national security. For years, the military dominated government of Pakistan denied charges of nuclear proliferation by western intelligence agencies. 

It was only after the Bush administration confronted Musharraf with concrete evidence in October 2003 that he reluctantly initiated investigations against A.Q. Khan. As a result of the make-believe official inquiry, Musharraf acknowledged that A.Q. Khan was involved in an international nuclear smuggling racket. 

But Pakistan was reportedly given a pass on the proliferation front in return for its cooperation in the war on terror, especially military operations in Fata. While the issue was swept under the carpet for political expediency, it is far from buried. It continues to resurface in the international news media, non-governmental policy reports and even congressional hearings. 

On June 27 Congressman Gary Ackerman (D-NY), while presiding over a joint hearing of the Sub-Committee of the Middle East and South Asia and the Sub-Committee on Terrorism, Non Proliferation and Trade of the Foreign Relations Committee on ‘A.Q. Khan’s Nuclear Wal-Mart,’ noted: ‘One year ago we didn’t know whether Dr Khan or any of his associates had transferred any nuclear equipment or technology to Al Qaeda. One year ago we didn’t know the extent of the involvement of figures who may still be in the Pakistani government and military. A year later we still don’t know…all the incentives and missing safeguards that led the government of Pakistan to encourage A.Q. Khan in the first place still exist. Pakistan still has a nuclear programme that operates largely without either international scrutiny or voluntary transparency… the Khan network is more likely to be under new management rather than truly out of business’. 

The Nuclear Threat Initiative (NTI) — a high-powered group co-chaired by Ted Turner and Former US Senator Sam Nun with members from countries including Russia, Japan, India, Pakistan, China, Jordan, Sweden, France and the UK — has cast serious doubts on the security of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal in its latest commissioned study, ‘Securing the Bomb 2007’. 

The report identifies two main threats: ‘armed jihadi groups’ and ‘nuclear insiders with a demonstrated willingness to sell sensitive nuclear technology’. 

In sum, international concerns about proliferation from Pakistan do not stem from this or that statement. Instead, they arise because Pakistan is a weak state under unstable military rule with nuclear weapons and a proven track record of proliferation.The government can cry itself hoarse all it wants about the unfairness of the US-India nuclear deal, but it should not forget that India is the world’s largest democracy where nuclear weapons technology is under civilian control. 

The generals can bend over backwards to convince the Americans of the supposedly fail-safe nuclear regulatory regime they have instituted to prevent nuclear leakage. But the more the generals claim that they are in control, the more unconvincing they sound. After all, the largest nuclear proliferation racket in history operated with impunity for over a decade under their watch. 

Who is the security threat? It is an unaccountable military that leads us from one strategic blunder to another with serious consequences for national and international security. 

Parliament must hold hearings into the nuclear proliferation scandal, as already demanded by the PPP. The options are clear. We can either face the music or bury our heads in the sand . The ‘bomb’, which was supposed to be a ‘shield’ against India, is becoming a noose around the neck which the international community can squeeze at will. 

Hence, misdirected anger over the possible questioning of our disgraced ‘national’ hero by international inspectors is not going to lead us anywhere. Pakistan cannot avoid the push and pull of the international state system. 

It is not Iran, so there is no oil to independently sustain the economy. And even Iran’s economic conditions are deteriorating in good measure because of UN sanctions triggered by its refusal to stop uranium enrichment. Ms Bhutto’s calculated posture on the A.Q. Khan issue offers to lift the cloud of secrecy and suspicion around the ‘bomb’ that puts Pakistan in the category of a nuclear rogue state. 
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