The Future of Nuclear Non-Proliferation an interview with Leonard Spector 

How do you perceive the problem of nuclear proliferation with the creation of four new nuclear successor states from the former Soviet Union?

I think there are a host of dangers present, ranging from the mere creation of new states with nuclear weapons, to the possibility of nuclear civil war. A third major problem is that there will be leakage of nuclear know-how, materials, or even weapons out of the former Soviet Union.

Secretary of State James Baker and CIA Director Robert Gates have stated that the issue of nuclear proliferation in the Commonwealth of Independent States will probably be one of the biggest challenges to U.S. security interests toward the new century. Do you agree?

I think there are different kinds of threats here. If you look back over the past fifteen to twenty years, we have built up some fairly decent structures to try to curb the spread of nuclear weapons. Right at the moment, these measures are doing particularly well, especially now that France and China have joined the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty as nuclear states and South Africa as a non-weapon state. Argentina and Brazil are accepting comprehensive inspections. North Korea, as we speak now, appears to be prepared to move in the right direction as well. What I am worried about now is that after this carefully crafted set of structures is in place, a nuclear non-proliferation regime which seems to be strengthening itself as inspections are improved, can be overwhelmed by a tide of outflow in terms of know-how, materials, and conceivably nuclear weapons themselves from the Commonwealth.

If you found for example a "black market" in plutonium that suddenly began to circulate, that would really overwhelm the inspection regime and the treaties that we have in place. We would then have to reexamine the whole field of nuclear non-proliferation.

Ukraine is interested in disarming its nuclear weapons. Kazakhstan has indicated that it is willing to reduce its nuclear weapons in conjunction with Russia. What are we to make of their initiatives?

I think in Ukraine, we are actually seeing the removal of tactical weapons back to Russia. The weapons are being disabled so that they cannot be used. I think that the larger strategic weapons will be dismantled in the context of the START Treaty. I gather that with Belarus we can anticipate the same approach, although it is not acting as rapidly as Ukraine. Kazakhstan looks more problematic. Although I anticipate that it will follow the same course, there seems to be a greater reluctance on the part of the Kazakh government to move in this direction. My understanding is that tactical nuclear weapons are not really the issue since there is an understanding that these will go back to Russia. Yet on the strategic nuclear weapons there is more talk about holding on to them as a bargaining chip of some kind, or for their symbolic importance. I think we are in the middle of the situation right now that is very hard to predict which course it will take. I understand that there is a very strong anti-nuclear sentiment in Kazakhstan, as there is in other states in the Commonwealth.

It seems that in Kazakhstan the issue is very paradoxical. A leading antinuclear official in Kazakhstan, Olzhas Suleimenov, stated several months ago in Washington that Kazakhstan would not relinquish strategic nuclear weapons until Russia had also. Does this not follow the model of a neighboring state not willing to be dominated by a nuclear neighbor?

It is hard to predict exactly how this situation will develop. If one looks at the traditional analysis for motivations for acquiring nuclear weapons, if you have an enormously powerful neighbor and you feel threatened, then you would seek to acquire nuclear weapons to preserve your autonomy. I think this situation depends on how the United States and other nations work the aid and recognition questions. Of course, the plan had been that there would not have been recognition until the nuclear issue had been resolved. In the meantime, the U.S. government has indicated that it intends to recognize these states without an explicit demand that these conditions be satisfied. Perhaps the conditions are being met implicitly.

Perhaps that is why Secretary of State Baker went to visit these nations to obtain some guarantees. Gary Mihollin and Gerard White in their article "Explosive Disunion: The Trade in Soviet Nuclear Know-How" suggested that the U.S. withhold recognition of the new states until they sign the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.

I thought this was American policy, yet now it is ambiguous. Although the United States has not made a public declaration demanding this, I thought this was on the top of our agenda with these new states. I do not know where we are now frankly. I thought it was our policy. My impression now is that it is not an explicit condition for recognition or for participation in the International Monetary Fund (IMF) which the Bush Administration appears to be supporting even though these nuclear issues remain outstanding. Now the Administration may feel in the case of several of these new states that they have the necessary assurances and do not need another restatement since we have already seen progress being made. Maybe the Administration feels the same way about Kazakhstan, but from what I have observed, we do not have the same assurances.

There was a proposal that the U.S. send nuclear experts from the Los Alamos and Lawrence Livermore laboratories to help destroy the former Soviet nuclear arsenal? Do you foresee us helping them dismantle their nuclear weapons?

I think we have to talk about helping at different levels. It seems inconceivable to me that somehow that American nuclear specialists are going to be asked to step into a room and help unscrew the parts of a Soviet nuclear bomb. That would be too distasteful to the former members of the Soviet nuclear establishment. What we have done is appropriate $400 million to be used to pay for dismantling Soviet nuclear weapons. There are various schemes being talked about to accomplish this. One would be that the UN set up a special commission to oversee the process. This has been suggested by Ashton Carter at Harvard. I think the issue now is how you would structure the use of these funds. I spoke to representatives of the National Resource Defense Council who were in the Commonwealth recently and that they stated that some dismantling and disabling of nuclear weapons is already occurring. The Ukrainians and the Russians are reluctant, however, to develop a verification regime that places individual identification seals on nuclear weapons to keep track of them in the dismantling process. Instead, they want a quid pro quo with the U.S. so that it would do the same thing as they dismantle their nuclear weapons. So, there is more here than just money or organizations; some political issues are impeding disarmament.

There is now the danger of the breakdown of the Soviet nuclear complex. As Soviet nuclear scientists face unemployment, they may be hired by Third World nations to help in these nations' efforts to build nuclear weapons. There may also be a "black market" in nuclear bomb components or possibly weapons.

I think we have to be concerned about this. We are beginning to see rumors, reports, and question marks, as an episode in Cuomo, Italy, where allegedly some Soviet plutonium was offered for sale and the smuggling team was broken up by the police. There are rumors that Iranians and Libyans are trying to hire Soviet nuclear scientists. These are the kinds of things that the U.S. has to worry about. There is also the Cheteck Corporation, which has offered peaceful nuclear explosions in the Commonwealth for the purposes for destroying chemical weapons. There seems to be an entrepreneurial element that goes beyond the Soviet nuclear priesthood that was concerned about safety and guarding these weapons so that they were used strictly for military purposes.

Perhaps having these new states sign onto the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and having strict safeguards is the best approach.

There are a lot of steps here to consider. The non-proliferation regime needs to have republics that had nuclear weapons renounce them, sign the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty to confirm that renunciation, and then confirming this by allowing inspections to make sure the nuclear weapons have been removed. Traditional inspection under the Non-Proliferation Treaty has concentrated on nuclear installations and processed nuclear materials. This would be quite different because you would have to go into military bases. I am assuming that the countries, once having given up the nuclear bomb, would be only too eager to let observers verify that it was true. Both steps are essential to restore the non-proliferation regime. Once you enter the Treaty, you accept a binding commitment to monitor exports and allow them only if the recipient nation puts the export under inspection. This a very formalized process and we would like the new Commonwealth states to adhere to the Treaty. This may go beyond the states that have nuclear weapons. We are also speaking about other parts of the nuclear infrastructure that may know about nuclear processing. We want them to adopt strict con to the Non-Proliferation Treaty.

In the past, the Soviets had helped the Indians make plutonium, sold Scud missiles capable of carrying nuclear warheads in the Middle East, and offered to sell long-range rocket technology to Brazil and India. Other nations have agreed not to sell ICBM technology to other states and the Soviet Union agreed to abide by this.
The Soviets had agreed to adhere to the Missile Control Regime standards. Among the many other issues that has to be discussed with the individual Commonwealth states is how they will regulate export control systems. Most of the key nuclear installations are in the Russian state. If one can bring the nuclear weapons from the other Commonwealth states to Russia, you have almost solved the nuclear issue, not completely but in large measure. The rocket technology and launch sites arc spread more widely about.

The other issue is that the USSR sold heavy water to India and violated the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in the past.
The allegation that the Soviets had allowed heavy water to India through back channels has been fairly well documented by Gary Mihollen, and I believe accurate. He has now offered a larger figure of heavy water sold. It was illegal for the former Soviet Union to do this. What will have changed are the political ties between the Soviet Union and India- which have largely been broken-and it was these political ties which allowed the flow of nuclear technology and material to proceed. Presumably the new states will not allow this to happen. One would hope that this trade would taper off as official policy. Yet, we still have a situation in which these fledgling states do not yet have a free-market economy. You may have a number of individual enterprises with lots of capability to sell this technology and it is questionable whether there will be new governmental structures, including ones within Russia, which will be able to control entrepreneurs that want to make nuclear deals even if official policy opposes them. What we had before was a government-to-government clandestine trade. Now, the problem will be that the traditional black market and entrepreneurs will pass right through customs authorities which may be rather weak anyway.

If we look at other nations and nuclear proliferation, China has been negligent in the past by selling nuclear technology and missile delivery systems to other nations.

I think that the positive news is that China has now ratified the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Under the Treaty it will be required to have all of its nuclear exports inspected by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). This will add an additional restraint on its behavior by limiting it to only appropriate nuclear exports. There has been a lot of discussion that the Chinese government does not control its enterprises in this respect, that these sales will occur despite government policy. Chinese missile sales have tapered off and they have agreed to the Missile Control Treaty standards. They have sold the M-11 missile to Pakistan but they have held back on selling the M-9 to Syria and Iran. We think the Ì-11 violates the Treaty; clearly the M-9 would. It remains to be seen if the M-11 shipments to Pakistan will continue.

CIA Director Robert Gates stated before a congressional committee that the U.S. underestimated the Iraqi nuclear potential. Will there be a problem in the future in estimating the nuclear potential of the so-called "threshold" states?

I think one thing we learned from Iraq is to be cautious about our confidence. Even if we get North Korea to accept the IAEA inspections and additional bilateral inspections between North and South Korea, we will still wonder if we have identified all the locations where there may be nuclear facilities. This was the problem with Iraq; and if Iraq was a secretive society. North Korea is certainly more secretive. North Korea has a history of building underground installations, and we will always wonder if they have declared all the nuclear facilities and whether we have identified all of them. It is the same problem in Iran. A positive development is that the CIA has now reprogrammed some of its resources to address the proliferation question.

How close are the other "threshold" states?

The three countries that are already over the threshold, that can or have already built nuclear weapons, are Israel, India, and Pakistan. South Africa was previously in that category but they have renounced nuclear weapons and joined the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Experts have indicated that North Korea can produce plutonium for its first bomb within a year. This has been caused by a reactor which has operated since 1987. A plutonium reprocessing plant in theory can be started within a year. Below this is Iraq, which will be subject to monitoring by UN resolutions. However, UN inspectors recently found traces of weapons-grade uranium in Iraq, which means either they had access to a black market supply or they were able to upgrade material. Iran's nuclear effort is still in its infancy, with Libya's even more primitive. Syria is, for the first time, looking to build or buy a very small reactor that would enable it to train its nuclear scientists.

How can we help stop nuclear proliferation in order to ensure a better regime of international security toward the new century?

I think the issue to look at toward the new century is whether we can develop elements of a complete, universal nuclear non-proliferation regime with restrictions on testing, for example. If the Russians gave up nuclear testing, that might influence Third World nations to accept the current moratorium. If we had a production freeze, we would not produce weapons-grade material and the Eurasian states might agree; India, Pakistan, North and South Korea, Argentina, and South Africa would be more likely to abide by the Non-Proliferation Treaty. If the U.S. and the Commonwealth agree on this matter, then it would codify what may be an important trend in other areas of the world. This is a step in the right direction of supporting the non-proliferation regime.

It seems that we are at either a turning point or crossroads for the spread of nuclear weapons.

We are, but we do not know which way it will turn. I think that if things go wrong in the Commonwealth then it will be a very devastating blow to stop the spread of nuclear weapons. If things go right, it may cause the structures of nuclear non-proliferation to be strengthened. These structures have been built over the years and have been successful in stopping the spread of nuclear weapons. We should set as a very high priority for the new states in the Commonwealth the accession to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. It not only affects our relationship with them but has a very clear-cut impact on the global nuclear proliferation problem.

Leonard Spector is a senior associate specializing on nuclear non-proliferation issues at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in Washington, D.C. His latest book. Nuclear Threshold, will be published this fall. He was interviewed by Gerard J. Janco, executive director of the Center for American-Eurasian Studies and Relations.

