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“INDIA, IRAN AND NUCLEAR ENERGY” by S L Rao

The Left parties are agitating against the government’s agreeing to refer the alleged nuclear weapons manufacture by Iran to the United Nations. It is supposed to show the new hypocrisy in Indian foreign policy. We are said to be succumbing to the pressures of the superpower. We are said to have abandoned a valued Third World friend.

The Communists were against the Pokhran explosions. They were against spending resources while increasing the prospect of war. Indira Gandhi and Narasimha Rao, had tried unsuccessfully to conduct further nuclear bomb tests, while arguing against the bomb and the hypocrisy of the USA. Our moralistic stand was that it was discriminatory that we were pressed to sign the comprehensive test ban treaty while the Club of nuclear powers did not intend to abandon nuclear weapons. Now that we are a nuclear power (though not a formal member of the Club) we are, like passengers in a third class unreserved long distance train compartment, trying to keep fresh passengers (like Iran) from entering. 

The nations already in the Club seem to have accepted us as a nuclear power. All that remains is the anointing. This recognition is important to Indian governments as recognition of our status. It could give us permanent membership of the Security Council and a permanent invitation to the OECD. 

Hypocrisy hidden as righteousness is integral to foreign policy. Countries acting in their self-interest might give their actions the colour of moral righteousness as the USA is doing in its fight against Islamic fundamentalism. India’s moralizing in the Nehru years was a substitute for a lack of real economic or military power. 

Non-alignment and Third World solidarity have outgrown their utility after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The motley crowd of developing nations rarely acts in unison. The USA’s messy involvement in Iraq, Katrina, unbridled public expenditure, growing deficits, the declining U.S. dollar, may seem to mark the beginning of U.S. decline. But the fortunes of the world are tied to those of the USA because of holdings in U.S. treasury bonds. Japan, China, Taiwan, Korea, India, European and oil producing countries will suffer from a U.S. collapse. We can expect the U.S. to take corrective action as it has done before. The Viet Nam war saw deficit budgets, disaffection, massive hostile demonstrations, a vituperative Press and criticism overseas. But subsequent administrations successfully radically changed perceptions about the USA. A nation that has continuous renewal of its population by hungry and ambitious immigrants, that is at the forefront of technological developments and keeps improving productivity, cannot be written off because of a few years of an inept Presidency.   

Was Iran ever a valued friend of India? Indeed, can we expect solid friendship from any country that calls itself Islamic and rises to defend the interests of only Muslims but anywhere in the world? Iran’s friendship with India was due to self-interest. Iran helped India in supporting the Northern Alliance against the Taliban. But that was in Iran’s interest. Iran’s moderate stance on Kashmir is because it wants India’s technology, markets and support. Iran pushed for an oil and gas pipeline to India through Pakistan before India or Pakistan. Large, long term and assured sales to India give stability to Iran. No wonder Iran has been measured in its comments on Kashmir, Ayodhya, Gujarat killings, etc. Oil and Gas sales to India are in Iran’s interest. 

There are unquestionably serious security concerns for India from a gas pipeline through Pakistan with Iran as supplier. Zulfikar Bhutto cheated on commitments made to Mrs Gandhi after losing a War. Musharaff might be playing a similar game by tempting India to make Indian industries hostage to the supply of gas on the pipeline. As an Islamic fundamentalist state, Iran could become hostile any time. Iran’s threats (after the vote in the IAEA to refer the Iran nuclear issue to the United Nations) to stop sales of LNG, reinforce these fears. Those who were uncertain about such huge investment in supplies from Iran are being validated. Experience suggests that neither Pakistan nor Iran can be trusted to stick to commitments even under provocation.  

Iran’s nuclear ambitions were raised by A Q Kahn’s stolen technology that also, with China’s help, enabled Pakistan to become nuclear. It is illogical that Iran with the world’ second largest reserves of oil and gas wants nuclear technology for peaceful purposes. If however we recognize that Iran sees itself as the defender of Islam, its desperation to go nuclear is explicable. It is certainly not in our national interest for Iran or any Islamic countries to have the capability to produce nuclear bombs.

Referring Iran (which signed the NPT) to the United Nations is not comparable to out nuclear effort, since we did not sign the NPT. The nuclear opportunity that the USA has given us puts us on the verge of being accepted in the Club of Five. Of course, the USA is an unreliable and untrustworthy ally. But the Bush-Manmohan Singh agreement has already opened the nuclear doors of Canada and France to India. Others will follow. Now that there is this opening, it will be difficult for the USA to close it again. 

Will Iran stop selling oil and gas to India despite past negotiations and commitments? Iran’s relative prosperity in recent years is due to 80% of its foreign revenues coming from sales of oil and gas at extortionate prices. India is a major customer and becoming even more important. Iran does not do a favour to India by selling oil and gas. Any stoppage of sales will be temporary and Iran will find face-saving ways to resume sales.

Nuclear power accounts for hardly 3% of India’s total power generation capacity. Problems of handling nuclear waste are minor compared to the disastrous worldwide effects of carbon emissions on climate change because of our preponderant use of coal. Supplies of oil and gas from Islamic countries will always be subject to blackmail. Prices will also rise further and make gas unaffordable as a fuel for power generation. We must accelerate our nuclear energy programme. Our domestic technology is inefficient; expensive; delayed and said to be unsafe. Separating civil and military nuclear programmes might make it less so. The standardized nuclear plant technologies of France, Scandinavians and others, and assured supplies of raw material, could make for speed, efficiency and lower costs in nuclear power generation.    

The government’s position is entirely in India’s self-interest. The Left is showing greater concern for Iran than for India. There must be less domestic political noise on this matter. Government must be allowed to finesse its position so that we retain goodwill with everyone but ensure that we are able to rapidly increase nuclear power at affordable costs. 

The government could have warned Iran about how it was going to vote. It should have  consulted the NDA, as the previous government. But that would have meant consulting the Left parties also in advance and facing a definite veto from them.  Political parties must consider the national interest than scoring political points on an issue so vital to India’s interests.  (1187)  

