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India And Pakistan Out of the Nuclear Closet: A U.S. Policy Failure

Much to the surprise of the U.S. intelligence and policy communities, India has recently conducted five underground nuclear tests over three days. After three simultaneous tests on May 11, the U.S. threatened sanctions (as required by law). Undeterred, New Delhi announced two more tests on May 13. Not surprisingly, Pakistan announced five underground nuclear tests on May 28—tit for tat.

But why were we surprised by the events that led to our current unsettling situation? Congressional intelligence committees are looking into the matter—and CIA Director Tenent has tasked Retired Admiral David Jeremiah to accomplish a post mortum for the Administration. But some things are clear—without a lot of study. And they suggest significant U.S. foreign policy shortcomings.

A Bolt From the Blue? Not Really

It is common knowledge when U.S. spy satellites are going to pass overhead in most parts of the world (Washington Post, May 14, 1998, p. A28), and the glimpse we get into any single area of the world is for only a few minutes each satellite pass, making it possible for smart operators to mask their operations. We can’t look everywhere all the time, so we do not follow everything all countries are doing, even in potentially important areas like South Asia.

In this case, we may have tipped our hand as to how we would determine an Indian test is about to take place. In 1995, America learned of planned Indian nuclear testing, was able to head it off diplomatically—and may have revealed our means of determining when a test is about to take place. This would not have been the first time our actions may have telegraphed how to hide from our spying. William Burrows, in the May 14, 1998 USA Today, noted how the U.S. shared reconnaissance data with Iraq during their 8-year war with Iran, possibly helping Iraq figure out how to hide their Scud missiles from us during the Gulf War.

Whether or not our intelligence systems failed, there was an analysis and policy failure—apparent to anyone who reads the newspaper. For example, almost two months before the recent tests, New York Times correspondent John F. Burns reported on March 19, 1998: "India’s new Hindu nationalist government said on Wednesday that it would review the country’s nuclear policy and ‘include nuclear weapons’ into its military arsenal, a declaration that seemed likely to set off new anxiety about an arms race between India and Pakistan." And just the week before the tests, India’s Defense Minister declared China "potential threat number one" and indicated that nuclear weapons could play a part in meeting India’s security needs.

As this pronouncement made clear, India sees its security needs as far more complex than framing an India-Pakistan conflict, although that is clearly a problem. India has defeated Pakistan in three wars in the past 50 years. But nuclear-armed China, with which India lost a border war in 1962—and which is passing missile and nuclear technology to Pakistan, is a strategic threat to India. You would think U.S. policy analysts would appreciate and warn the President that kowtowing to Red China’s leaders (allegedly to reduce the future threat from the world’s most populous nation—about 1.4 billion people) would exacerbate the concerns of India the world’s second most populous nation with just under a billion people.

We should not be surprised that India’s democratically elected leaders concluded India must look after its own security interests—nor that the recent tests enjoy broad popular support in India. Given the development complexities needed to conduct such a sophisticated series of five tests, it is clear that India’s nuclear program has been supported for many years by various Indian governments—this is not just a recent development, as some press accounts would suggest by emphasizing the "recklessness" of the recently elected "nationalist" government in India.

India’s nuclear program, conducted without testing since 1974, is now "out of the closet." And Pakistan (with its 135 million people) revealed its nuclear capability—undoubtedly known to India—with underground tests on May 28—and other nations may follow. But the real story here is about the failure of American foreign policy and leadership.

Consider the comments of an Indian Cabinet member quoted in The India Times on May 12: "It is clear that by the time the Clinton Administration wakes up to the danger posed by the China-Pakistan-North Korea axis, it will be too late for India, unless we perfect our own [nuclear] deterrent." The same article quoted a military source as saying," Given that universal nuclear disarmament is utopian, and that China is merrily proliferating, there was no option but to take steps to perfect our deterrent. India, being a full democracy, is much more responsible than China or even Russia, where governmental authority has ceased to exist in most sectors. Pakistan, using money from its friends is shopping for scientists and materials to become a nuclear power. Under the circumstances, India was left with no option but to resume testing."

These concerns are fed by U.S. technology transfers to China which, in turn, passes technology on to Pakistan. And no doubt, India took into account that their tests would trigger U.S. sanctions, as required by U.S. law, and determined it was in their interest to test anyway—so sanctions won’t help. In fact, they will undoubtedly hurt U.S. business interests as India trades elsewhere because Clinton has failed to gain allied support for imposing sanctions. Furthermore, sanctions on Pakistan following their underground tests will hurt them more than they hurt India—so India could be a winner on balance because of sanctions.

Clearly, the post-Cold War world is still a dangerous place—and it has been made more dangerous by U.S. insensitivity to India’s perceptions and U.S. dealings with Red China. South Asia is now a troubled neighborhood indeed—and that trouble can spread throughout the world.

What to Do?

When President Nixon went to Red China in 1971, he justified his trip with an explanation that a country of 800 million people with nuclear weapons could not be ignored. India, a democracy of nearly a billion people, has made its play to become an acknowledged nuclear power, justifying at least as much respect as Red China which threatens not only India but most nations throughout South and Southeast Asia. Pakistan has followed India’s lead, leaving in tatters Clinton’s non-proliferation policy, including many of his arguments for a Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty.

The U.S. should correct policies, programs, and practices that helped create India’s—and consequently, Pakistan's—perceived need to test. Priority should be given to long term U.S. national security interests over short-term commercial interests. The Secretaries of Defense and State, rather than the Secretary of Commerce, should be the President’s principal advisors in this regard.

President Clinton should reconsider his plans for Asian travel. He should defer his planned June trip to China—and cancel the planned pompous meeting in Tiananmen Square in any case—until after resolution of the scandals surrounding the transfer of enabling ballistic missile technology to China and the Chinese involvement in the 1996 presidential campaign. Travel to India and Pakistan might be in order—after appropriate preparations intended to head off an India-Pakistan nuclear arms race.

Clearly, the U.S. Senate should for the indefinite future resist the Administration’s plans to consider the ratification of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty. Even if India were now to ratify the CTBT, recent events clearly show that it would be largely ineffective in preventing dedicated nations from gaining at least some nuclear capability—quite possibly covertly. At least testing provides a basis for assessing actual capability. And U.S. testing would assure a safe and effective U.S. deterrent would be maintained.

Global missile defenses should be built as soon as possible—first based at sea and then in space. Mutual Assured Destruction, or MAD, was a dubious Cold War invention when there were two opposing nuclear superpowers. In a world of many nuclear powers, it makes even less sense to depend only on the threat of nuclear retaliation for survival. Such a global defense could be built as an alliance project—to protect the world community as Boris Yeltsin proposed in 1992. Effective global defenses in such an alliance context could become a key element of a counter-proliferation strategy that offers nations an alternative to building nuclear weapons as a deterrent. But the ABM Treaty should be abandoned so that the most effective and least expensive defenses can be built quickly.

