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ACCORDING to informed sources, Pakistan has the fastest growing nuclear weapons programme in the world. 
This observation appeared to be confirmed by a WikiLeaks release which says, “despite pending economic catastrophe, Pakistan is producing nuclear weapons at a faster rate than any other country in the world”. In a recent write-up, the Foreign Policy magazine conveys the apprehensions of common Americans in these words: “As the violence rises in Pakistan, Americans are increasingly worried about the safety of Pakistan`s nuclear arsenal; 87 per cent in a poll this year said this issue concerned them.”

The 2007 estimates by the International Institute for Strategic Studies, London, claim Pakistan has 50 nuclear warheads plus a stockpile of 76 to 90 weapons.

Another research study commissioned in 2009 by the International Commission on Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament claims Pakistan to have “enough fissile material for about 60 weapons”. The study further maintains that “it (Pakistan) is thought to have produced approximately 1.3 metric tons of highly enriched uranium (HEU) and slightly more than 500 kg of plutonium.”

In this backdrop, last month`s statement by the National Command Authority and a recent article on these pages raise an interesting question: what number of nuclear warheads and fissile material stockpiles would constitute `credible deterrence`?

In a crisis situation, Pakistan and India may decide to place nuclear forces on alert thereby prompting a series of actions to ready the weapons. Loading a nuclear weapon onto an aircraft or missile will not go unnoticed and will signal escalation.

The involvement of a large number of personnel to move weapon and components from storage areas to delivery vehicles and finally to launch positions will add to the complexity. Transportation, particularly through urban centres too will pose difficulties of convoy escorting and traffic congestion. This burst of activity will be taken as preparation for launch. Unless these actions are previously settled between the two sides, are well-rehearsed and handled by highly trained professionals, a fatal error in decision-making cannot be ruled out.

In the mirror of history, nuclear deterrence remains a myth. Between 1959 and 1975, the US had the A-bomb yet its powerful military was humbled by the Vietcong. From 1979 to 1989, the Soviet Red Army fought with ragtag militias in Afghanistan only to be comprehensively beaten back.

On the eve of its collapse, the former Soviet Empire had hundreds of nuclear warheads in silos. Today, with large stockpiles of nuclear arsenals backing them, the US /Isaf militaries continue to endure relentless drubbing next door.

Modern theorists convincingly maintain that no amount of military prowess or nuclear deterrence can offer unassailable national security save by first addressing issues of economic and human security; the later expansively defined as, `security of income, food, health, education and environment`. In an interlinked world where `irregular wars` and `natural disasters` are becoming the norm to overwhelm all regions, `absolute security` is only a utopian philosophy. Two massive disasters in South Asia — the tsunami of 2004 and earthquake of 2005 — or the recent flood havoc in Pakistan should be enough to shatter the myth of national security when spelled or seen purely in terms of protection of people from external aggression, i.e. `territorial integrity.` Year 2010 saw people perish worldwide in weather- related natural disasters.

For the bulk of the population, `huge standing armies and nuclear weapons will mean little if they are hungry, sick, jobless or are killed by the oppressive systems, practices and corrupt state institutions`.

In Pakistan the problem of terrorism and ever-enlarging frontiers of extremism and intolerance taking myriad shapes are having a grim impact on national security, particularly the economy — an inalienable element in national security. The recent nationwide strike against the government`s plan to amend the blasphemy law, the shocking diatribe between two principal political parties as well as the assassination of the Punjab governor are a clear manifestation of widening cracks in national security.

Nearly 90 per cent of the global trade worth $380bn is transported annually via sea as containerised cargo constituting some 303 million container movements each year. Nuclear terrorism using containers cannot be dismissed as a ruse.

In the wake of Mumbai attacks, a former Indian navy chief sounded a warning to his government of such a threat becoming a reality through Indian sea ports. The US is meanwhile conducting regular exercises based on the hypothesis of a nuclear device being smuggled into American ports as containerised shipment to be detonated in metropolitan areas. In Obama`s Wars , Bob Woodward has outlined some graphic consequences in the event of a major terror attack taking place in the United States and which is traced to Pakistan. A new book titled Pakistan: Terrorism Ground Zero authored by two South Asian counter-terror experts details 12 organisations that have violent extremist groups.

Both India and Pakistan rank low on the human development index: 119 and 125 respectively (2010). But while India may have its share of problems including poverty and the Maoist insurgency now raging in several states, one factor distinguishes it from Pakistan, i.e. the state institutions in which the former has an unmistakable edge. South Asia is clearly dominated by India.

One thing is established; in a nuclear exchange there will be no winners. A state envisaged by its founding father for the socio-economic welfare of the suppressed Indian Muslim minority today stands at the crossroads. While the common man does not have the basic necessities of life, the political class remains totally divorced from the masses.

No amount of nuclear deterrence will rescue a nation if it is imploding from within. A complete rethink on national security including foreign policy, economy and institution building along with `credible deterrence` against extremism is the need of the times.
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