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THE idea that nuclear energy can be a source of dampening India-Pakistan animus is apparently too idealistic and absurd. But so was the thought of Britain and France shedding their centuries-old animosity for the sake of their economic and geopolitical interests. 

The former Soviet Union’s Communist Party chief Chernenko could never have thought that the Russian president in 2010 would wake up on the morning of April 8 in Prague to sign a historic bilateral treaty promising a reduction in the number of nuclear warheads to 1,500 from a whopping all-time high of almost 43,000 in 1985 during the Cold War. 

Engrossed in realpolitik, the leaders of the two South Asian nations cannot imagine starting a process that ultimately leads to conversion of the megaton power of their nuclear arsenal to megawatts required to run their ailing industries and poorly lit households. 

Can India and Pakistan afford to take a chance to reset their relations and consider the thought of bringing prosperity to their one billion-plus people through civil nuclear energy? India is on its way to enhancing its current gross power generation capacity from 156,045.96MW to 100 gigawatts in the solar sector alone by 2030. 

Conversely, Pakistan is severely malnourished in this area and can only produce 19,540MW of electricity with an enormous 3,000MW shortfall. The country’s two nuclear power plants contribute a paltry 245MW to the total production. 

By the Planning Commission’s estimate, Pakistan’s energy requirements will rise to 162,590MW in 2030. To run the risk of oversimplification, it can be assumed that a malnourished and economically weak Pakistan may actually be seen as a threat not only to India but to the world at large. 

So why not help it in building its energy capability with a hybrid of thermal, hydel, solar, wind and above all nuclear power sources? If 170 million Pakistanis become prosperous by 2025 the space for militancy and non-state actors will be automatically marginalised. Everyone will benefit from such a win-win situation. 

The reality is different though. States do not deal nicely with each other for their security concerns only; rather their economic interests drive policies. So what economic quid pro quo can Pakistan offer to the US? 

No one can help Pakistan in this regard unless it helps itself. It will have to show something solid to the world before the international community starts investing dollars. Pakistan will have to give credible evidence and guarantees to investors that their money and businesses are not in jeopardy. 

Such is the character of South Asian hostility that Pakistan balked at the conclusion of the India-US civil nuclear energy agreement of 2006 and some circles in New Delhi have expressed similar anxiety on the mere prospect of a deal with Pakistan. 

The media was abuzz mirroring concerns that Pakistan raises against India. The lobbyists on Capitol Hill sneer at the Obama administration considering the idea of entering into a civil nuclear energy deal with Pakistan due to the latter’s nuclear proliferation history, internal instability and empty pockets to enter the business. 

In an increasingly interdependent and globalised world our futures are entwined. Pakistan’s energy requirements are desperate. A crisis will ensue if triage is not administered and will have, as a consequence, the potential to trigger global strategic instability. 

The US and other allies will have to look at the issue in a long-term perspective and help support Pakistan meet its energy challenges. Pakistan is a responsible nuclear state and has learnt from the experience of one man’s proliferation network. Its nuclear programme is more vulnerable to media offensives than the threat from the Taliban. 

American short-term geopolitical interests and pressure from different caucuses in Washington DC have been the stumbling blocks in the rational choice to enter a civil nuclear deal with Pakistan. However, the US administration departed from its stance of saying ‘no’ to a civil nuclear energy deal out of hand and showed readiness to at least discuss it. The follow-up talks in April will show if this silver lining is ephemeral or otherwise. 

Even on the fast track Pakistan and America will take up to five years negotiating and finalising a civil nuclear energy deal, which is a lot of time for the current and future US administration to assess if they are betting on the right horse and an incentive for Pakistan to prove that it deserves preferential treatment. 

The fruits of a civil nuclear energy deal will take even longer to ripen since it may take up to a decade before the first nuclear power plant starts functioning. So the policymakers and the public shouldn’t be excited and will actually have to focus on ways to optimally utilise existing power generation means. 

Pakistan, for instance, can seek Chinese help in coal mining and increase its fuel base. It can also accept the Iranian offer of 2,200MW electricity at a regulated price plan. Ironically, the people of Pakistan continue to suffer the consequences of poor planning and governance over the years. 

It is four in the morning and my month-old daughter is trying to acclimatise and sleep during the gruelling loadshedding. I assume other babies live in similar conditions in India. Are as many worried parents awake at the same time in India? Do they also want to give a safer and more prosperous future to their own and their neighbour’s children? This is possible. 

We may continue to rely on the megaton power of nuclear energy to address our insecurities but I am hopeful that someday the US and Russia will lead the way to use the very fissile material they have accumulated to make weapons and use it instead to light up our lives. Will Obama and Medvedev’s handshake on April 8 be a step towards its realisation?

