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It is urgent: clinch the nuclear deal 

It is unfortunate that there is a lot of uncertainty in proceeding ahead with the exercise to rid the import restrictions and embargoes on procuring critical hardware for the Indian nuclear industry. The Indo-US nuclear agreement is just incidental to meet this objective. There are broader aspects involving the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), which need to be immediately add- ressed. It should be appreciated that without opening up, the Indian nuclear industry will continue to have a stunted growth.  

We missed on the headstart we had…
Dr. Homi J Bhabha initiated the nuclear programme of the country very early. He even presided over the first Geneva Conference which opened up the nuclear technology to the world following President Eisenhower's 'Atoms for Peace' declaration. We must realize that many countries, including China, which did not have any nuclear programme worth the name in those early days, have marched past India. Countries like Japan and South Korea have made impressive gains mainly due to their policy on international cooperation. All these countries have appropriate 123 agreements with the US. In comparison, the 123 agreement ironed out by India is much better; it specifically states that India's strategic programme will not be affected by the agreement. It is also clear that some 
compromises have to be made. 

We must learn from our own experience in other spheres. The first 50 years of our experimentation with socialistic democracy and Soviet type controlled industrial policy, though did some good to start with, but, down the line, stunted economic growth. The era of opening up brought impressive gains to our economy. Something of that type need to happen in the case of nuclear industry as well.

Scarce uranium …
It has been claimed by some that we have the know-how to harness nuclear energy. To some extent this is true; but the travails and experience of half a century show a different story: even conceding that we have the technology, where is the fuel to come from? The present known uranium resources in India can at best sustain about 10,000 MW of nuclear electricity generation. It is all well to say that we will use the abundant thorium resources to make up for this. But that is far away; it also involves meeting many challenges of development of a new technology with our own resources. The past wishful thinking of targeting 10,000 MW by the turn of the century and falling far short of it will be repeated for the future projections of producing 20,000 MW by the year 2020. We must also realize that we have our limitations in technology. 

Having reached the stage of take off, we should move forward to remove the practical difficulties faced by the embargoes on nuclear trade. We should be alert in discussing the further steps required to get over these with the USA, IAEA and the NSG. Unless these discussions are initiated in quick time, there is no way of wrenching the concessions which will satisfy the critics of the agreement. 

Reprocessing know-how is so vital… 

Reprocessing is one area in which we need to get the embargo removed; though, in principle, we have the technology, we have limitations of hardware. No country today can make rapid industrial progress, working in a closed society. There are limitations to growth to full potential if we continued with the present insulated programme. The state of technology development in India is not comparable to international levels, especially in nuclear energy
Uranium deposits around the world.
Why the programme is limping? 

If there is no such limitation, why is this whole programme limping? The opponents of the deal need to introspect on what is ailing the programme, consistently preventing it to meet the targets. India has a poor track record in completing projects on time and not achieving the final 10-20 per cent of sophistication and fruition to perfection. It is one thing to evolve a technique applying well-known theoretical principles; but quite another to build it into a sound project that is commercially viable. It is here that opening up will provide the needed impetus to the programme.

Much of the excellent manpower resources are wasted in the R&D labs on reinventing the wheel again and again due to denial of resources and technology imports Manpower resources can better be utilised to work on frontline technologies more effectively and take these to an international class; this can happen only when the embargoes are removed
Indian nuclear industry has been struggling with tackling the embargoes. Most of our R&D efforts have been spent on import substitution, at times in a round-about manner due to lack of infrastructure and resources. Even if we can develop the required reactor technology, how much time and efforts it will take to bring it to the international level? Should we miss out the opportunity to leap-frog and catch up for the time lost through the last thirty- odd years of isolation?

Realising the importance of this, Dr. Bhabha himself started the nuclear power programme importing Boiling Water Reactors (BWR) from the USA and Pressurised Heavy Water Reactors (PHWR) from Canada.

We need to take a pragmatic view and not stick to age-old inhibitions. The stupendous progress China has made is due to this change of attitude. The Chinese import state-of the-art technology to meet the challenges of making huge additions to her nuclear power capacity.

Agreements with IAEA and NSG

Of immediate concern is to initiate discussions with the IAEA. Only opening up the discussions can pave the way for an understanding of how the special status of India will be accommodated; this involves a lot of bargaining. We will then be able to weigh the effect of these agreements on our strategic needs and decide about going in for these. 

We should quickly enter into a dialogue with the IAEA and try to get the maximum concessions, working out the modus operandi of accommodating our special weapon status in the IAEA safeguards protocol. 
The discussion with NSG has to be followed; for this also the first step is ironing out an agreement with IAEA. To insist on blindly freezing all discussions will only put the clock back
We cannot avoid facing these discussions if we are to aim at becoming an economically strong nation. The case for India becoming a member of the Security Council and her winning leadership positions in world bodies are also going to be related to her success in concluding the nuclear agreements with the USA, IAEA and NSG.
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