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Foreword  

 

May 1998 was a fateful month in the history of South Asia. On the 

28th and 30th of May of that year, Pakistan conducted six nuclear 

explosions, following five tests by India about two weeks earlier. In 

the background of more than fifty years of hostile relations, starting 

from a violent partition to three brutal wars, Pakistan had no 

recourse but to conduct its own nuclear tests when India did so. 

Since that momentous episode, the regional strategic dynamics of 

South Asia changed forever. This year marks twenty years since the 

May tests. Every year on May 28, Pakistan celebrates its Youm-e-

Takbeer or “Day of Greatness” to remember this significant 

landmark in Pakistan’s history. 

While Pakistan had developed its nuclear weapons capability more 

than a decade earlier, it had exercised a self-imposed restraint ever 

since, till the time India opted to carry out overt nuclear tests. By 

conducting its own tests, Pakistan was hoping to restore strategic 

parity with India, which has a considerable conventional 

superiority vis-à-vis Pakistan. Following May 1998, a deterrence 

situation has existed between the two adversaries. A state of mutual 

deterrence exists when countries are dissuaded from taking actions 

that might aggravate and lead a potential crisis situation to a full-

scale conflict. For fear of irreversible consequences, states are 

deterred from taking risky or provocative actions. Provocation is 

usually curtailed after a certain level of belligerence, and war 

ultimately averted. 

No major wars have been fought between the South Asian 

adversaries following 1998, save for a limited war in Kargil in 1999, 

and two major crisis situations in the first decade of the 21st 

century, which were eventually defused. It is widely assumed that 

it is the existence of nuclear weapons that has prevented another 
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war between Pakistan and India after 1971. Under a nuclear 

overhang, both sides have much to gain from refraining to escalate 

a crisis situation to a level that would lead to war. However, the 

South Asian situation is far from simple or even stable. There are 

many destabilizing factors in the South Asian environment, 

including historical baggage, the non-resolution of the Jammu and 

Kashmir dispute, terrorism, and the involvement of outside powers 

in the region. All these factors add complexities to the relations 

between the two states and make it difficult for India and Pakistan 

to find common grounds for reconciliation.  

Pakistan’s nuclear weapons program was spurred by India’s 

military nuclear program, a classic manifestation of the “action-

reaction” phenomenon. So, too, has Pakistan’s nuclear doctrine 

evolved, in response to developments in India’s program and the 

dynamics governing the relationship. Although Pakistan does not 

have an officially declared nuclear policy, its existing capabilities 

show that it does have a credible minimum deterrence posture. 

With the threat of India’s “Cold Start” doctrine looming over 

Pakistan, Pakistan also developed, in 2011, short-range, low-yield 

nuclear weapons to deter any unforeseen misadventures by India 

on the border. In due course of time, it evolved into what is now 

known as “full-spectrum” deterrence. Last year, Pakistan also 

developed a second strike capability in response to growing 

nuclearization of the Indian Ocean by India. 

CISS undertook to publish this Special Issue this year to 

commemorate the twentieth anniversary of Pakistan’s nuclear 

tests. In this publication, members of the CISS research team 

explore, in a series of articles, some fundamental facets of the tests. 

Starting with a discussion of the international and regional strategic 

environment prior to the tests, this issue dissects the decision-

making process for the tests, the international reactions following 

the nuclear tests of both countries, and implications of the tests on 

the environment, a popular point of international concern. We hope 



 

3 
 CISS Insight: Special Issue 

that this issue will take our readers back to that time and shed light 

on the nuclear tests in an important and enlightening way. 

There exists a great deal of misconstruction and misrepresentation 

of the Pakistani nuclear program in the international community. 

CISS, as part of its Mission Statement, strives to create a balanced 

and honest narrative regarding the realities of Pakistan’s strategic 

situation, based on research and impartial analysis. I hope that with 

this contribution, a better understanding of Pakistan’s strategic 

compulsions and imperatives can be created for our domestic and 

international audiences. If meaningful, solution-oriented dialogue 

is to be conducted between stakeholders, it is extremely important 

for strategic watchers within and outside to understand the 

situation through Pakistani eyes. Only then can we, as a global 

community, ever hope to achieve peace. 

 

Ambassador Ali Sarwar Naqvi 

Executive Director, CISS 
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Strategic Environment Pre-May 1998 

Maryam Zubair 

 

Introduction 

Strategic environment refers to the range of external factors that 

affect inter-state politics, thereby driving state behavior. 

International politics is complex, and the strategic environment 

faced by a state is shaped by all the components that drive politics 

among nations. These components include the political, social, 

military, diplomatic and economic circumstances of states, which 

interact in complex and often unpredictable ways. Strategic 

environment may thus be defined as the sum total of external 

factors that impose constraints or compulsions on states to reach 

certain strategic decisions. All these factors, with respect to the 

national security considerations of a country, make it incumbent 

upon it to make particular national choices. 

At the end of the twentieth century, the structure of the 

international system changed from bipolar to a unipolar system. 

This was significant because, earlier, global politics was defined by 

the way the two superpowers, the US and Soviet Union, interacted. 

A major portion of the world was divided into two mutually 

exclusive “blocs” to either of which majority of the states in the 

international system sided with. 

The international non-proliferation regime also found its 

beginnings in the Cold War. The formation of the non-proliferation 

regime, which has its roots primarily in the Non-Proliferation 

Treaty (NPT), which opened for signature in 1968 and entered into 

force in 1970, was complemented by the bilateral treaties 

negotiated between the US and the Soviet Union. The fall of the 

Soviet Union, however, changed the workings of the international 

political system which in turn had effects on other states in the 
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international system. Ironically, it was during and after the NPT 

negotiations that a bulk of nuclear proliferation occurred. Nuclear 

weapons aspirations of some states, such as Libya, Iraq, Iran and 

North Korea1 were checked during this time, but others, such as 

South Africa, Israel, Pakistan and India, successfully developed their 

nuclear weapons programs. 

The NPT, which came into force in 1970, is said to have divided the 

world into the nuclear “haves” and “have-nots”. It, in fact, created 

an intrinsic discrepancy between the statuses of states. Pakistan 

and India did not sign the NPT. Both, having acquired their 

respective nuclear weapons capabilities after 1970, saw the 

acquisition of nuclear weapons as a significant and crucial part of 

their security-architecture. Moreover, emphasis on identity and 

nationalism was a significant feature of nation-building for states 

that were created in the decolonization era in the mid-twentieth 

century. Nuclear weapons came to signify an important part of 

states’ identities that pursued the capability. Thus states like India 

and Pakistan built their nuclear capabilities and overtly declared 

themselves nuclear, despite the existence of the international non-

proliferation regime, although India was driven more by ambitions 

for prestige, and Pakistan by its consideration of national security. 

The NPT had inherent flaws which led to India and Pakistan 

foregoing its membership. India deemed the agreement inequitable 

and exclusionary for the biased terms that it set pertaining to the 

legal status of nuclear weapon states (NWS). It legitimized 

possession of nuclear weapons by only those states which had 

conducted their nuclear weapon tests prior to January 1967. Other 

nuclear weapon states were required to give up their military 

nuclear programs and accede to the Treaty after putting their 

nuclear facilities under comprehensive IAEA safeguards. 

Furthermore, under Article 6 of the Treaty, all NWS were also 

obligated to pursue disarmament in “good faith.”2 India deduced 

that Article 6, on account of lack of a verification mechanism for it, 

was “an option and not a legal obligation” for the NWS.3 Pakistan 
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declined to join the NPT as a non-nuclear weapons state (NNWS) 

because of India’s refusal to do the same.4 

The grounds for India and Pakistan’s nuclearization was, however, 

driven more by immediate regional concerns, rather than by the 

goings-on in the global scale Cold War at the time. Nevertheless, 

there were global factors as well that encouraged the two South 

Asian nuclear powers to conduct nuclear tests. Following sections 

will explore the international political environment and the 

strategic environment of South Asia that led up to the tests of May 

1998 that completely changed the region’s strategic environment. 

 

The World in 1998 

With the break-up of the Soviet Union in 1991, the old World Order 

underpinned on bipolarity crumbled. A new world order headed by 

the US came into being. In the evolving security situation, global 

scale conflicts of the Cold War morphed into regional conflicts.  

The US had become increasingly involved militarily in the Middle 

Eastern region, a result, partly of the political changes in the region. 

The US and Russia were also involved in Afghanistan from 1979-

1989, and then in its 1996-onwards civil war. Russia was embroiled 

in various conflicts on its border. Several wars were also breaking 

out in many African countries. 

In 1997, Russia and NATO signed the “Founding Act on Mutual 

Relations, Cooperation and Security between NATO and the Russian 

Federation”, which was aimed at forging a new relationship 

between former adversaries. The pact declared outright that “NATO 

and Russia do not consider each other as adversaries.”5 The general 

thinking in international circles was that the agreement would be 

facilitated by the change in the structure of the international system 

and the agreement was “primarily to offset the largely negative 

impact on those relations caused by NATO's decision to enlarge.”6 
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However, the stability associated with the international political 

system in the aftermath of the dismantling of the bipolar system 

was also crumbling. 

Although the US and USSR had made progress during the Cold War 

in working out an international non-proliferation regime, after the 

collapse of Soviet Union, fears of nuclear material smuggling and 

the possible outflow of a large number of scientists from the former 

Soviet Union raised apprehensions with regard to nuclear 

proliferation and the possibility of terrorists acquiring nuclear 

materials within the international community.7 The spread of WMD 

and terrorism became important concerns for many countries. 

Meanwhile, as of 1995, the NPT had completed its term and as a 

result of the 1995 Review Conference of the NPT, the treaty was 

extended indefinitely. Although it was believed that the salience of 

nuclear weapons in states security policies would decrease (and in 

fact a few scholars at the time proposed this as a likely implication 

of the end of the Cold War), this did not turn out to be the case as 

powerful states were plainly not prepared to denuclearize or give 

up their nuclear weapons.  

In 1998, the world was in a state of flux in a post-Cold War era. The 

US had emerged in the early 1990s as the sole superpower in the 

international structure and controlling many of the international 

ropes. Although the end of the Cold War and the beginning of what 

has been termed “the Second Nuclear Age” are coincidental, there 

might perhaps be a link between the two eras. Before the later half 

of the 1980s, it was believed that the presence of two superpowers 

in the international system would prevent “nth states” from 

developing nuclear weapons, owing to the security cover provided 

by the superpowers to the states under their influence. But with the 

demise of the Soviet Union impending in the late 1980s, fears of nth 

powers acquiring nuclear weapons increased owing to the 

uncertainty associated with the end of the Cold War.8 
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Developments in the international system overall pointed towards 

an uncertain future. The emerging trends in the international 

system, coupled with gaps in the non-proliferation regime and the 

realization that the significance of nuclear weapons in politics and 

strategies of the major powers would not be reducing anytime soon, 

made nuclear weapons desirable by nth states. In addition, the 

adversarial dynamics between the two South Asian neighbours, led 

to their eventual nuclearization. In an uncertain security 

environment, states had to look for means to maximize their 

security. The next section looks specifically at the regional 

developments that led to Pakistan’s overt nuclearization. 

 

Regional Strategic Environment Leading up to Pakistan’s 

Nuclear Tests 

It is no secret that Pakistan’s nuclear tests were driven by concerns 

regarding its bigger and hostile neighbor, India, with which it had 

shared an unpleasant history of relations since their independence 

in 1947. The years leading up to the nuclear tests by Pakistan in 

1998 teemed with setbacks and uncertainties, creating a 

challenging strategic environment for Pakistan.  

The year 1998 bore the baggage of a very happening and an 

especially tense couple of decades of Pakistan-India relations. 

Beginning with 1974, when India demonstrated its nuclear 

capability, although it chose to term its test a peaceful nuclear 

explosion (PNE), marked the start of serious thinking within 

Pakistan about the acquisition of nuclear weapons. The 1974 test 

by India, termed “Smiling Buddha”, was conducted a mere three 

years after Pakistan and India’s war of 1971, and one which 

resulted in the dismemberment of a part of Pakistan. Wounds of the 

December 1971 events were still fresh in the minds of Pakistani 

leaders. They had therefore become very conscious of Indian 

intentions and the likely consequences of ignoring the country’s 

security. In the wake of a new mounting threat from India, Pakistan 
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sped up its nuclear program. The 1974 test by India, therefore, was 

perhaps the first strategic development that pushed Pakistan in the 

direction of the nuclear tests in 1998. 

The 1980s were marked by growing anxiety in Pakistan about 

India’s conventional military superiority vis-a-vis Pakistan. On top 

of the tragedy of 1971, wherein Pakistani forces were unable to 

hold together their territory, India’s Sunderji Doctrine aimed at 

cutting Pakistan through its shallow strategic depth, cutting off 

communication links between Karachi and the Northern parts of 

the country, further aggravated those fears. The Sunderji Doctrine 

was an offensive doctrine, aimed at making the use of seven 

“holding corps” stationed close to the border, and three “strike 

corps” 9  for launching quick, decisive attacks on the Pakistani strike 

corps, with the aim of decapitating them and getting a hold of the 

Pakistani territory. Between 1981 and 2001, India’s Sunderji 

Doctrine had formed the cornerstone for developing a strategic 

response by Pakistan. 

In 1986, India also conducted “the largest and most controversial 

peacetime military exercise since World War II”,10 Operation Brass 

Tacks, to test the Sunderji Doctrine under then-Chief of Indian 

Army, General Krishnaswamy Sunderji. Two months into the 

exercise, Pakistan deployed its own troops along the border. In late 

January, Indian and Pakistani troops were facing each other along 

the entire length of their shared border from the central deserts to 

the northern mountains, and there was talk on both sides of an 

accidental war breaking out. The exercise was believed to 

demonstrate “advanced electronic warfare” and India’s superlative 

conventional military force. It caused considerable tension between 

the two neighbours, although New Delhi insisted that it was a 

peaceful exercise.  

But there was a nuclear background to this exercise, which made 

Brass Tacks all the more threatening for Pakistan. Pakistan’s 

nuclear program had developed speedily over the 1980s and it had 



 

10 
 

Strategic Environment Pre-May 1998 

CISS Insight: Special Issue 

 

conducted the first cold tests of its nuclear device in 1983.11 A 

“recessed” deterrence, therefore, already existed between the two 

states in the 1980s, which added seriousness to the Brass Tacks 

situation. Although the tension was diffused by March 1987 after 

what is commonly dubbed as “cricket diplomacy” conducted by 

Pakistani President Zia-ul-Haq, the phase marked a heightened 

sense of insecurity in Pakistan. 

The decade also marked renewed fervor in the insurgencies in 

Jammu and Kashmir. In the late 1980s, specifically in 1987, 

domestic uprisings arose and became increasingly bitter following 

rigging done by India in the elections held in the Kashmir Valley. In 

1990, the upsurge in violence in the disputed territory of Jammu 

and Kashmir and Indian allegations of Pakistani support to the 

insurgents, resulted in heightened tensions. Kashmir has been the 

major bone of contention between Pakistan and India and the 

source of fierce battles between them. This revived, for Pakistan at 

least, old wounds left behind by wars fought between the two 

countries, which had yet not healed. 

Amidst this security situation, which contributed to Pakistan’s 

decision to test its nuclear capability, there also existed major 

constraints in the form of international sanctions. The 1985 

Pressler Amendment was already in place, which banned military 

and economic assistance to Pakistan unless a presidential 

certification that Pakistan did not possess a nuclear device was 

given every year.12 Pakistan was refused this certification in 1990.13 

Islamabad was well-aware that after Pakistan's May 1998 nuclear 

tests, other sanctions would also be imposed upon it. 

In 1996, India’s refusal to sign the CTBT also came to factor in 

Pakistan’s thinking about the significance of keeping its own option 

of testing nuclear weapons open, granted that India was thinking of 

the same. Although India had earlier championed the cause against 

testing, it cited the failure of the Treaty to be an effective instrument 

for being a “catalyst for multilateral negotiations for the elimination 
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of nuclear weapons” and on account of not having enough 

disarmament commitments, as its rationale for refusal to sign.14 

Pakistan, fearing India’s intentions to reserve the option of testing, 

followed in the same vein and did not sign the Treaty. 

The domestic political environment of India also served as an 

important driver, or compulsion, for Pakistan to conduct its own 

tests. In December 1995, the New York Times reported that 

American intelligence experts suspected that India was preparing 

for its first nuclear test since 1974. The story also indicated that 

Washington feared that India’s conducting of a test would set off a 

chain reaction and induce Pakistan to follow suit.15 Three years 

later, in February 1998, the Bhartia Janata Party (BJP), which 

enjoyed widespread political support in India and was expected to 

win the national elections, came into the picture. In its election 

manifesto, it had announced that if elected, it would seek to 

“exercise the option to induct nuclear weapons.”16 Once in power, it 

did not fail to hold true to its word. Recently-elected Indian Prime 

Minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, gave the order for nuclear tests to be 

carried out. India conducted five nuclear tests on May 11 and May 

13.  

Following the tests, officials in Delhi boasted of their newly 

acquired nuclear status and harped on the change in its status in the 

region and the world. Indian Home Minister, L. K. Advani was 

quoted to have said, "Islamabad should realize the change in the 

geo-strategic situation in the region and the world. It must roll back 

its anti-India policy especially with regard to Kashmir. Any other 

course will be futile and costly for Pakistan."17 By reinforcing 

Pakistani fears through such statements, New Delhi practically 

sealed the deal for Pakistan’s ultimate decision to conduct its own 

nuclear tests. 

What followed in Pakistan were a couple of weeks during which 

Pakistani decision-makers debated the pros and cons of conducting 

tests and evaluated the constraints and compulsions posed by the 
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strategic environment being faced by Pakistan. Pakistani decision-

makers felt that under the circumstances, the choice was thrust 

upon it. In any case, with its nuclear tests, India had broken an 

established norm against testing. This breaking of tradition by India 

made it logical for Pakistan to follow suit and restore parity on the 

strategic spectrum in South Asia. 

These factors combined, and coupled with the way evolving 

regional dynamics were progressing, led inexorably to the overt 

nuclearization by Pakistan. With a resolution of the Kashmir issue 

becoming a distant dream and a potential for future conflict with 

India ubiquitous, Pakistan was driven towards declaring its nuclear 

status explicitly, and “settle” the score with India once and for all. 

Being the smaller power in the relationship, this seemed, at the 

time, to be the optimal option for Pakistan. The bilateral 

developments leading up to May 1998 set the stage for a new era of 

changed dynamics between the two South Asian rivals following the 

May 28 and 30 tests by Pakistan. 

 

Conclusion 

Post-Cold War period immediately following the break-up of the 

Soviet Union had created an uncertain international strategic 

environment. In the emerging situation individual states had 

become more concerned about their security. Despite the provision 

in the NPT, to which all nuclear powers were signatories, they did 

not take any meaningful steps towards denuclearization. This gave 

a clear message to other states that nuclear weapons will remain 

the centerpiece of security of these states in the future as well.  

Faced with a bigger and hostile neighbour with which it had 

unresolved disputes and fought major wars in the past, Pakistan 

could not have ignored the significance of possessing nuclear 

weapons. It was reluctant to declare its capability openly despite 

having carried out cold tests in mid-1980s, because of international 
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strategic environment prevailing at the time. The environment 

changed in 1990s. Three major developments were responsible for 

this change; the Cold War had terminated and the Soviet Union was 

no longer a threat to the so-called free world, the US had lost 

interest in the South Asian region and become more focused on 

Eastern Europe and the Middle East, and, finally, India saw an 

opportunity to carry out its nuclear tests in this uncertain 

environment, hoping the to be recognized as the sole nuclear power 

in the region and tilt the strategic balance in its favour. Pakistan 

responded to the Indian tests by detonating its own device, thus 

bridging this newfound strategic gap and restoring parity vis-à-vis 

an ambitious India in the region.  

 

Maryam Zubair is a  

Research Assistant at CISS 
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Exploring Pakistan’s Decision-making Process for the Nuclear Tests: 

Exploring Pakistan’s Decision-making Process for 

the Nuclear Tests:  

Those Seventeen Days 

Saima Aman Sial and Muhammad Sarmad Zia 

 

Introduction 

This year will mark the 20th anniversary of Pakistan’s nuclear tests. 

A milestone, that was achieved with the hard work of almost three 

decades and has since proved to be worthwhile. Pakistan as a 

nuclear weapons state is now fully capable of defending itself 

against Indian aggression and blackmail. While at the time, the issue 

of testing was heavily deliberated upon regarding its pros and cons; 

in retrospection, it would be seen that Pakistan made the right 

choice.  

On 11th May 1998, when India carried out its nuclear tests (three 

tests), Pakistan’s Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif was in Kazakhstan 

on an official tour. He was accompanied by the Foreign Secretary 

Shamshad Ahmed, who, upon hearing about the Indian nuclear 

tests, advised the Prime Minister to call the Army Chief and discuss 

the issue with him. The Prime Minister called COAS General 

Jehangir Karamat and upon Gen. Karamat’s advice, it was decided 

that a Defence Committee of the Cabinet (DCC) meeting would be 

called immediately after the Prime Minister’s return. Nawaz Sharif 

returned to Pakistan on 13th May and a DCC met to discuss the 

situation emerging from the nuclear tests conducted by India. This 

DCC meeting was chaired by the Prime Minister and included three 

cabinet ministers i.e. the Foreign Minister, Gohar Ayub, Finance 

Minister, Sartaj Aziz, Interior Minister, Shujaat Hussain, and the 

three military chiefs i.e. COAS, General Jehangir Karamat, Air Chief, 

Marshal Pervaiz Mehdi Quraishi, and Naval Chief, Admiral Fasih 

Bokhari. The other members of the meeting included Dr. Samar 
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Mubarakmand representing Pakistan Atomic Energy Commission 

(PAEC) and Dr. A.Q Khan from Kahuta Research Labs (KRL). As the 

meeting came to a close, there were reports of additional tests 

conducted by India. 

The DCC meeting on 13th May went on for over three hours.1 The 

situation at hand necessitated due diligence and those present in 

the meeting knew that India had provided them with both an 

opportunity and a challenge. There are reports and accounts that 

some ministers and service chiefs had hawkish and dovish views2 – 

however, it was natural to have a difference of opinion based on the 

information that each member of the meeting had at the time. 

Brigadier Feroz khan points out that “Pakistan was caught by 

surprise as the timing of the decision making was of India’s 

choosing. There was a time premium on Pakistan’s decision making 

whereas there was no such time premium on Indian decision 

making. It was like a war cabinet making the decision in a crisis 

mode, where the DCC members were looking at the full implications 

of testing, under tremendous international pressure. I consider this 

decision making a very positive way of nation-state decision 

making.”3  

For this paper, it is important to ask the question how Pakistan 

performed the nuclear tests, however why it carried out the nuclear 

tests necessitates more attention. The decision-making processes 

that took place, as manifest in various books and interviews of those 

present in the DCC meetings, GHQ meetings and the meetings of the 

Special Committee constituted by the Prime Minister, highlight the 

importance of this period of 17 days in Pakistan’s nuclear history. 

With pressure mounting on Pakistan regarding national security, 

the Prime Minister’s office, the three ministers, chiefs of armed 

forces and the concerned technical departments had to devise their 

own work plans including contingency plans under the overarching 

plan to deliberate upon Pakistan’s response to Indian tests. In Prime 

Minister Nawaz Sharif’s words, “The credit for our detonations goes 
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to India. India actually made Pakistan a nuclear power. It turned 

Pakistan nuclear. Both the blame and the credit goes to India.”4  

The political, military, economic and technical considerations that 

weighed in on the decision-making process need a detailed 

discussion. 

Political Considerations 

When the Bharitya Janata Party (BJP) government took office with 

Atal Bihari Vajpayee as the Prime Minister of India, BJP’s manifesto 

included the plan of nuclear testing amongst other hawkish views 

on security vis-à-vis Pakistan. A clear indication of the future 

relations with Pakistan was apparent in the following statement 

made by the BJP coalition government which intended to 

“reevaluate the country’s nuclear policy and exercise the option to 

induct nuclear weapons.”5 Eyeing the developments in South Asia, 

the US Secretary of State Madeline Albright sought a “strategic 

pause” in the region. She wrote a letter to Prime Minister Nawaz 

Sharif and proposed to Pakistan to show restraint. A similar letter, 

she said was also being sent to India containing the following 

stipulations; 

1. Avoid a Public display of new weapons 

2. Avoid a public announcement heralding the 

accomplishment of a nuclear/missile program 

3. Avoid Flight Testing ballistic missiles 

4. Avoid deploying missiles near a common border 

5. Refrain from declaring nuclear status.6 

Unilaterally adhering to the proposed strategic pause, General 

Jehangir Karamat decided to pause missile testing and a planned 

test of Ghauri was postponed. It was a clear example of Pakistan’s 

restraint despite having no guarantee that India was willing to do 

the same. However, seeing that India was unwilling to follow suit, 

the domestic pressure took its toll on the Prime Minister and 

eventually the Ghauri missile was tested. Nonetheless, Pakistan had 
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agreed to US proposal but inactions by India to the US proposal 

showed that it would not pay much heed to the aforementioned 

proposal. The decision to conduct the nuclear tests by India in May 

showed to the world that India had planned a different path for 

itself already.  

When India conducted its nuclear tests on 11th and 13th May, the 

reaction it received from the world was unexpected. Although the 

Indian tests were condemned, there seemed to be no repercussions 

for India’s adventurism. The statements regarding Kashmir by BJP 

President and the changing attitude of India’s government required 

Pakistan to adjust its security apparatus accordingly.  Whilst it was 

India that had unabashedly conducted nuclear tests, the US was 

more interested in the course of action Pakistan was going to take. 

Side by side, as Pakistan was being pressurized by the US through 

different channels, US’ public expression of mere ‘distress’ and 

‘displeasure’7 at the Indian nuclear tests as quoted by Strobe 

Talbott, the then Deputy Secretary of State, shows that the US was 

less worried about India’s actions and more, wary of Pakistan’s 

plans. President Clinton in his speech condemned India’s 

provocation in the following words, 

“I am deeply disturbed by the nuclear tests which India 
has conducted and I do not believe it contributes to a 
safer 21st century. This action by India not only 
threatens the stability of the region, it directly 
challenges the firm, international consensus to stop the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.”8 

While the statement shows President Clinton’s displeasure, it also 

vindicates India from any action that US would take to reprimand 

India. A clear indication of looking the other way and only imposing 

the economic sanctions that were merely required under a 1994 US 

law that Clinton said he would enforce on countries that detonate 

nuclear devices gives an insight into Clinton administration’s 

mindset.9  Moreover, the US was constantly fidgeting around to coax 

India into signing CTBT so that it could relax the economic 
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sanctions. Looking closely, perhaps, it was more domestic politics 

that President Bill Clinton sought to win than implementing an 

international punishment on India. Manifest in the diatribe against 

President Clinton by the anti-CTBT members of the US Congress led 

by Senator Jesse Helms who criticized the CTBT for its 

ineffectiveness, it was becoming difficult for President Clinton to 

get the treaty ratified by the US Senate.10 His fears were proved 

right when later, on October 13, 1999, the Senate failed to give the 

CTBT a simple majority vote, let alone the necessary two-thirds 

vote required for its ratification.11 Nonetheless, it demonstrates 

President Clinton’s inability and lack of interest in going beyond the 

threat of economic sanctions to attract India into signing the CTBT. 

The statement made by Henry Kissinger, former US Secretary of 

State and member of the American foreign policy establishment, is 

essentially a guide of how the US viewed India. He commented, “If I 

were the President of the United States, I’d deplore it. [the test] If I 

were the Prime Minister of India, I’d do it.12 Strobe Talbott in his 

book Engaging India points out that the statement by Kissinger was 

consistent with his inclination to accept Indira Gandhi’s decision to 

conduct the Smiling Buddha test in May 1974. A statement by the 

former US Ambassador to India Pat Moynihan, shows how the US 

should accept India’s nuclear tests as normal. He remarked, ‘The 

United States should welcome India into the ranks of nuclear 

weapons states in exchange for India’s willingness to sign the CTBT 

– which would be proof  of it being a ‘responsible grown-up in these 

matters.’13 

All these accounts show the relaxed and understanding tone of the 

US politicians and law makers at the time. The following excerpt 

from Talbott’s book provides a window into the American thinking, 

“The Indians’ anxiety about China was genuine, deep-seated, and 

long-standing, and their desire never to be subjected to nuclear 

blackmail by Beijing was understandable.”14 
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Further in the same paragraph, Talbott tries to explain how BJP 

would have never wanted a competition with Pakistan as they 

considered Pakistan to be a weaker and unworthy adversary. This 

is contradictory to what the Indian leaders professed immediately 

after their nuclear test. The statements ensuing from India after the 

test refuted this very claim which was also accepted by the West i.e. 

the tests had been conducted to deter China. It provided a window 

into the factual Indian political mindset. BJP President K. Thakre 

issued aggressive statements on Kashmir,15 which was naturally 

meant to create panic inside Pakistan. Similarly, India’s Home 

Minister L. K Advani warned Pakistan against the changing strategic 

balance and position on Kashmir and other leaders who asserted 

that India was “now in a position to take control of Azad Kashmir.”16 

For the Pakistani political leadership, this changing stance and tone 

in India’s relationship with Pakistan was a grave threat to the 

security of this country. For decades, Pakistan had maintained a 1:3 

balance of force with India,17 the relevance of which had now been 

decimated with Indian nuclear tests. As a declared nuclear state 

now and almost negligible international reaction, India was clearly 

placed in a better position than Pakistan after May 11 and 13 

nuclear tests. 

Similarly, the rest of the major powers also showed reluctance in 

penalizing India. For instance, the Japanese government remained 

hesitant to prohibit private companies to deal with Indian 

counterparts, thus indicating the limited nature of its disapproval. 

Other states were even less willing to back their criticism with 

sanctions. The Commander-in-Chief of the Russian Navy confirmed 

the continued Indo-Russian military cooperation The French, 

German and British reservations resulted in the G-8 summit’s 

failure to take a united stand in favor of sanctions.18 

The international onslaught that should have targeted India, 

however caught Pakistan. Despite the fact that Pakistan had been 

forced into nuclear testing by India, the world and especially the US 

expected Pakistan to refrain from testing. In a phone call to Prime 
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Minister Nawaz Sharif, US President Bill Clinton urged him to take 

the high moral ground and promised handsome dividends in 

return.19 Using economic assistance, sanctioning the release of F-16 

planes that Pakistan had earlier paid for and baiting Nawaz Sharif 

to make an official visit to the US were amongst the ‘carrots’ that 

Clinton thought would change the Pakistani premier’s mind. 

President Clinton sensed the uneasiness in his conversation with 

Nawaz Sharif to the point that he mentioned later to one of his aids, 

‘you can almost hear the guy wringing his hands and sweating.’ It 

goes to show the understanding of the impact that Clinton knew he 

had on Pakistan. Naturally, the State Department understood that 

in return for the economic assistance, they will require some 

guarantees from Pakistan, which were to be in the form of imposing 

internationally supervised controls on Pakistan’s nuclear 

program.20 Ironically, the US was expecting Pakistan to show 

maturity and exercise restraint, however there was no guarantee of 

security against Indian aggression.  

The Pakistani Foreign Office and GHQ were mulling over ways to 

allay the anticipated international pressure after India’s detonation. 

Shortly after, Strobe Talbott arrived in Pakistan as the special envoy 

of the US President. He recounts the various meetings that he and 

General Zinni held with Nawaz Sharif, Gohar Ayub and General 

Jehangir Karamat. In the accounts of Gohar Ayub, Sartaj Aziz and 

Strobe Talbott, it is quite conspicuous that Talbott and Gen. Zinni 

tried to pursue parallel policy strands with the military, foreign 

office, and the Prime Minister’s office in order to sway the decision 

according to the demands of the US. At the Foreign Office, Gohar 

Ayub narrates his meeting with Strobe Talbott and General 

Anthony Zinni where they tried to lure his office into accepting the 

offers made by President Clinton to Nawaz Sharif, which he 

outrightly rejected.21 Talbott’s next meeting at the GHQ as per 

Gohar Ayub’s account finds that, “[The Americans] complained [to 

General Jehangir Karamat] that they had a rough meeting at the 

Foreign Ministry.” Gohar Ayub points out that the PM had been 

apprised of this complaint and the details of Gohar Ayub’s meeting 
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with Talbott had also been summoned by the Prime Minister.22 On 

another level, the American ambassador to Pakistan was separately 

holding meetings with General Karamat to win him over as the 

military was considered closer to Pentagon.23 The pressure by the 

US continued to pour in through different channels and Clinton 

himself kept calling Nawaz Sharif to somehow keep him from 

testing. On May 27, a day before the detonations, he called Nawaz 

Sharif five times.24 

On the domestic front too, there was immense pressure from 

segments of society on the government to conduct nuclear tests. 

Whilst being pressurized by the US not to test, the opposition 

parties and the public opinion was greatly in favor of testing. Late 

Benazir Bhutto, who was the opposition leader at the time 

expressed her solidarity with the government’s desire to test by 

voicing her ‘complete support to government over Indian threat.’25 

Her late father, former Prime Minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto who was 

the architect of Pakistan’s Nuclear Weapons Program had famously 

said, “We (Pakistan) will eat grass, even go hungry, but we will get 

one of our own (Atom bomb) ... We have no other choice!”26 Having 

served as the Prime Minister of the country as well, Benazir 

understood the strategic imbalance that had arisen from India’s 

nuclear testing, and therefore knew that nuclear testing for 

Pakistan was the need of the time. 

In an analysis of daily news reports published in the three English 

dailies, The Nation, Dawn and The News, it can clearly be seen that 

the public opinion not only backed the government, but also called 

for a test to be conducted.27 The Foreign Minister had a very clear 

stance. Statements were issued out by him to the media that 

Pakistan will go ahead with the test. In an answer to a question 

raised at the Foreign Office Media briefing, pertaining to the timing 

and whether nuclear tests would be conducted, he said, ‘It’s not a 

matter of if, but of when.’28 This statement shows the resolve to 

withstand any amount of pressure at the decision-making level. On 

May 15 and 17, eleven political parties convened and urged the 
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government to conduct the tests immediately. A unanimous 

resolution was also passed in the Senate calling for an effective 

response to India’s test.29 

 

Military Considerations 

Soon after Indian nuclear tests on May 11, 1998, India’s leadership 

started giving provocative statements warning Pakistan of the 

consequences of India’s nuclearization for the strategic balance in 

the region as well as for the existing disputes between the two 

adversaries. Pakistan’s decision makers were presented with a hard 

choice.  

As stated earlier, Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif was in Kazakhstan 

on May 11, 1998.30 The news of India’s tests was an immense shock 

for the government. General Jehangir Karamat, sought an 

immediate assessment of the Indian tests. No later than an hour 

after India’s test, the principal staff as well as key appointees in 

General Headquarters (GHQ) were in action.31 Initially a 

determination had to be made about the yield of the Indian tests. 

Brigadier Feroz Khan writes in his account of the nuclear testing 

decision that Major General Zulfiqar Ali Khan, Director General 

Combat Development Directorate (DGCD), called Dr. Samar 

Mubarakmand, who was then Member Technical in the PAEC. Dr. 

Samar jubilantly congratulated him on Indian tests, considering the 

Indian tests had provided them an opportunity to test their own 

weapon designs. He further informed DGCD about the 

measurements taken at the Nilore Seismic Station, which was 

nearest to India. The data clearly indicated through the yield 

recorded, that India had tested fission tests and couldn’t conduct 

the thermonuclear test successfully. 

It was virtually an undeclared emergency situation and the military 

alerted all corps commanders to secure the sensitive areas in the 

country. An important strand of military’s strategy was to secure 
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the test site, and tunnels prepared at Ras-Koh; This was tasked to 

Headquarters 12 Corp Quetta. Moreover, the Air Force flew Combat 

Air Patrols (CAPs) to cover all strategic locations. Air defence 

regiments were put on high alert to guard against any preemptive 

action. The situation likened a war, with fears of preemption being 

rampant.32 

The Army Chief, also serving in the dual role of being the Chairman 

Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee (CJCSC), wanted the decision on the 

issue of testing to be done after consultation and weighing all pros 

and cons rather than being taken in haste. His poise in dealing with 

the issue and standing against US pressure has been well 

documented in the various works that narrate the testing episode. 

Strobe Talbot in his account therefore bestows the title on him, of 

being the “cool customer in Rawalpindi.”33  

The military’s insistence for a political decision has been 

supplemented by the account of Gohar Ayub. He writes that during 

the DCC meeting on May 13th, 1998, when “Raja Zafar-ul-Haq asked 

General Jehangir Karamat for his views, he said we could match 

India, but the decision to do so would have to be a political one.”34  

The American pressure on Pakistan was significantly weighing on 

Pakistan’s decision-making calculus. Talking about those Testing 

Times, Gohar Ayub notes that “Mr. Strobe Talbott, Deputy Secretary 

of State and General Anthony Zinni of US Central Command…came 

to Foreign Ministry, met General Jehangir Karamat and Prime 

Minister Nawaz Sharif to dissuade us not to carry out nuclear tests 

to match India.”35 Talbott recounts his meeting in GHQ with General 

Karamat to be “a much less contentious meeting”.36 He goes onto 

say that General Karamat not only heard the American arguments 

but also found value in some of them, even acknowledging the 

danger that, “by testing Pakistan would land itself, as he put it, in 

the doghouse alongside India.”37 

The then opposition leader Benazir Bhutto, in her conversation 

with some US embassy sources stated that “May 11 was a turning 
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point in Pakistan’s history…  we have to rethink how we define our 

security and how we look at India… the military leadership 

understands these changed circumstances and is in no hurry to test 

a nuclear device.”38  

During his meeting with the US delegation, not only did General 

Karamat impress upon his American counterparts the poise of a 

cool-headed ‘self-confident” military decision-maker but also his 

rational decision making calculus. Talbott writes that he [Gen. 

Karamat] “intended to incite us to join him in thinking through the 

choice he now faced as a military man.”39 General Karamat 

considered the rationale for India’s test where India could instead 

have relied on “universal and unchallenged assumption that it had 

the bomb?”40 Karamat in his thinking was clear about the Indian 

militant nationalists being in power and with their not so discreet 

slogans of cutting Pakistan to size.41 Being economically weak, India 

thought that Pakistan would be susceptible to pressures and hence 

US would apply such pressures if Pakistan tested. He assumed that 

the “Indian nuclear test was the logical first step in a BJP strategy of 

using nuclear intimidation to solve the Kashmir problem once and 

for all by forcing Pakistan to give up all claims to the disputed 

territory.”42 Furthermore, there was no ambiguity in his mind that 

India had used the tests as an opportunity to enhance the validity of 

its deterrent and hence Pakistan had to look out for its own defence. 

This was an opportunity for Pakistan to validate its deterrence 

overtly vis-à-vis a hegemonistic neighbor. 

General Karamat’s decision making was guided by “the political, 

military, historic and economic stakes”43 as being weighed by the 

government.  He was sure that the government of Pakistan “will not 

take this decision irresponsibly, as it will affect everyone’s life in 

Pakistan.” 44 
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Technical Considerations 

The technical validation of the device and the design was the most 

important reason for conducting the nuclear test.45 The scientists 

were fully aware of the opportunity that India’s nuclear tests had 

afforded to them. It was for this day that they had been working for 

almost two decades. 

Behind the decision made by Pakistan’s policymakers to conduct 

the nuclear tests was the confidence bestowed through the 

technological excellence of PAEC team at each stage ranging from 

design validation, choice of the right test site to that of technical 

precision in conducting the cold tests. PAEC scientists and 

engineers involved fully understood the political consequences if 

the tests didn’t bring forth the expected results. They simply 

couldn’t afford to fail and they ensured that they would not. 

When the DCC was convened on the 13th of May, Dr. Samar 

Mubarakmand, member Technical, PAEC, attended the meeting, 

since Dr. Ishfaq, Chairman PAEC was then outside the country.  He 

was asked to give a technical assessment of the Indian tests as well 

as apprise about Pakistan’s technical preparedness. When asked 

how soon could Pakistan test if a decision was made to go ahead 

with testing, Dr. Mubarakmand told the meeting that they could do 

it within a period of 10 days. Later, after Dr. Ishfaq’s return from 

abroad, he was summoned by the Prime Minister and asked the 

same question. His reply was though the decision to test was that of 

the government of Pakistan but if the need arises the PAEC would 

rise to the occasion in terms of its preparedness and duty. “Mr. 

Prime Minister, take a decision and Insha Allah, I give you the 

guarantee of success.”46 This confidence was the result of over two 

decades of hard work by the scientist and engineers on the design, 

site selection for hot tests, and successful cold tests. 

The process for selection of a site for the underground nuclear test 

had started as early as 1976. PAEC’s requirement was that the test 

site should be preferably a mountain, “bone-dry, capable of 
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withstanding a 20kT nuclear explosion. The PAEC team surveyed 

the Balochistan province and after reconnaissance of areas between 

Turbat, Awaran and Khuzdar finally chose a suitable mountain site. 

The mountain was a granite mountain in the Ras Koh hills in the 

Chagai Division of Balochistan.47  

When the PM gave the final go ahead to test the nuclear bomb to 

Chairman PAEC on May 18, the tunnels on the test site had just been 

made ready again. In 1989, the tunnels had been closed as a result 

of the restraint exercised by Benazir’s government on the nuclear 

program on US demand. When the BJP government came to power 

in India for 13 days in May 1996, it had authorized the nuclear tests 

and the devices were put in the test shafts as BJP had lost support 

in the Parliament. However the tests were called off because the 

government couldn’t survive long enough.48  The Special 

Development Works (SDW) started working on reopening the 

tunnels for two years. By early 1998 the tunnels were barely 

ready.49 

Soon after the political decision to test, PAEC flew two teams of 

scientists, technicians and engineers to Chagai to prepare for 

conducting the tests on May 19. The laying of the devices in the 

tunnels in Ras Koh hills took some five days, alongside their cables, 

command and observation post, under the direct supervision of Dr. 

Samar Mubarakmand. On May 25, under the supervision of Pakistan 

Army Engineering Corp and SDW, the tunnels were sealed. By 

evening of 27 May the engineers certified that the test site was fit 

for the tests which was communicated to the Prime Minister.  

 

Economic Considerations 

For eight years, since 1990, Pakistan had been under Pressler 

sanctions enacted by US in 1987, which required certification from 

US President that Pakistan was not developing a nuclear device to 

qualify it for continuing economic and military assistance. In 1990, 



 

28 
 CISS Insight: Special Issue 

 

Exploring Pakistan’s Decision-making Process for the Nuclear Tests: 

as soon as the war in Afghanistan ended, the US President stopped 

the certification, automatically triggering the Pressler sanctions. 

The sudden termination of not only military purchases but also 

commercial spare parts put a heavy burden on Pakistan’s finances 

forcing the country to buy these off the open market on higher rates. 

This badly impacted the national budget, most of all, leading to 

curtailment of development budget from 9.4% of GDP in 1980-81 

to that of 2.8% of GDP by 1999-2000.50  

At the time, Pakistan’s Foreign exchange reserves hovered around 

US$1 Billion, barely enough to cover three months of imports.51 

This economically constrained environment placed a high premium 

on the decision on how best to respond to India’s tests. Economy 

played a dual role in affecting Pakistan’s decision to test in two 

ways. At one end, there was economic incentive tied strictly to 

Pakistan’s restraint and on the other end there was the threat of 

sanctions looming large on an already weak economy. The US 

President Clinton offered a rewards package for not testing 

including a package of economic and military assistance alongside 

the delivery of F-16s for which Pakistan had paid already but their 

delivery had been suspended under Pressler sanctions. He offered 

only US$5 billion in World Bank and IMF aid over the next 5 years. 

“Most importantly, the US avoided giving any concrete assurances 

to Pakistan against a possible nuclear attack by India. When 

compared with the American willingness to extend guarantees to 

Ukraine in return for renouncing a nuclear option, it was obvious 

that Pakistan did not rank high in American priorities.”52 

The then Finance Minister, Sartaj Aziz encapsulates the challenging 

and somewhat conflicting economic and national security 

considerations weighing in on Pakistan’s policy maker’s minds. He 

writes, “nobody could be more aware than me, of the historic 

opportunity that was knocking at our door, not only to jump start 

the economy but also to rebuild the country’s eroded defence 

capability. But I was equally aware of the growing threat to our 

security and the strong public sentiment that Pakistan had to give a 
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befitting response to India’s tests. In my comments (to DCC) 

therefore I emphasized that even a substantial package of economic 

and military assistance would not address our longer term security 

concerns.”53 

To think through the economic impact alongside other 

considerations and how best to brace it, when the Cabinet met on 

May 14, it deliberated on all aspects and options, leaving the final 

decision to the PM; besides authorizing the preparation of 

contingency plan to evaluate the effect of the sanctions in case of a 

final decision to test. The task for development of a contingency 

plan was assigned to the Finance Ministry in consultation with 

concerned ministries and the State Bank of Pakistan.54 The 

economic contingency plan is attached as Annexure-I. Amongst the 

various measures proposed in the contingency plan were the 

freezing of the Foreign Currency Accounts (FCA), which was mainly 

a result of the fear of sanctions following the nuclear tests and an 

added apprehension of capital flight from the country. 

Pakistan’s decision makers however didn’t trade on Pakistan’s 

security for petty economic incentives or personal gains. As Nawaz 

Sharif was reported to have said, “We made no monetary demands. 

We're not looking for monetary gains’, he said, adding that 

Pakistan's security could not be bartered.”55 The credit goes to the 

decision makers who stood firm against all odds and decided in 

favor of the national security under tremendous international, 

economic, political and domestic pressures.    

 

Pakistan’s Decision to Test: A Rational Actor Model 

While General Zinni and Strobe Talbot were in Islamabad to give 

Pakistani officials an ‘emergency dose of face to face diplomacy,’ the 

Pakistani Cabinet and DCC were holding meetings to deliberate 

upon a rational course of action in response to India’s nuclear tests. 

The accounts of these meetings are present in books and essays by 
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those present in the meetings as well as those who were privy to 

the information. The data available on these meetings show that 

Pakistani lawmakers and military establishment took their time to 

discuss, debate and decide on the issue of testing. The decision was 

neither dictated nor imposed on the civilian government as it is 

implied sometimes. It was rather a result of the clear positions and 

standpoints taken by the DCC and Cabinet members. It is also 

important to note that contrary to the popular belief, it was not a 

haphazard decision but one that come to life through a meticulous 

process.  

On 13 May, Nawaz Sharif called a separate meeting with Gen. 

Jehangir Karamat where the Prime Minister was briefed on the 

current situation and preparations made by the military. The first 

DCC meeting, regarding the decision to test also took place on the 

same day wherein economic and political pressures, security issues 

and technical preparations were evaluated.  

On May 14, Prime Minister constituted a special six-member 

committee to evolve a strategy for addressing the situation arising 

out of the Indian nuclear tests. Headed by the Foreign Minister, it 

included the Finance Minister, Information Minister, Syed 

Mushahid Hussain, Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, Siddique 

Kanju, Religious Affairs Minister, Raja Zafar-ul-Haq and Kashmir 

Affairs Minister, Abdul Majid Malik. This committee was assigned to 

firm up proposals to strategize the best possible way to respond to 

Indian threat.56 

The Prime Minister called a cabinet meeting on May 14 to get the 

input of the cabinet ministers on the increasing Indian belligerence 

post nuclear tests and to mull over the decision to test. It was the 

first cabinet meeting since India had conducted five nuclear tests in 

three days. The discussion in the meeting then shifted to not 

trusting the US as it might “offer a package but then prolong the 

negotiations till Pakistan’s bargaining power, having postponed the 

testing option, was virtually over, making it impossible for Pakistan 
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to test in the future.”57 Simultaneously, the public morale and 

reaction was also reviewed and it was remarked that the true test 

of leadership was to take the public along in support of sensible 

policy options that are in the national interest in the longer term.58  

On May 15, another DCC meeting was held. Gohar Ayub records 

that, all the members of the committee including the Prime 

Minister’s Advisor and Principal Secretary were asked to voice their 

opinions by the Prime Minister.59 Upon hearing everyone, he 

remarked, “Do not misunderstand me, we will go ahead with the 

tests.”60 Later, on May 24, an All Parties Conference was called to 

address the issue and the decision to test received unanimous 

support from all the political parties.61  

 

Decision-making 

For Pakistan, the decision-making was not based on a linear course 

and unlike the other states that had conducted nuclear tests, it faced 

an extraordinary situation. The other states did not face the severity 

of economic and political implications. Similarly, for the first five 

nuclear states, the element of international pressure was also 

missing, which while played some role for India, presented a huge 

challenge for Pakistan. Moreover, none of the other countries 

endured a ‘war-like’ situation or a crisis. In addition, there was a 

requirement of a political and historic message to be sent which 

was to be based on the technical validation of the diagnostic data 

which worried the military, foreign office and naturally PAEC, the 

official body made in charge of nuclear testing.  

In order to ascertain why Pakistan went ahead with the nuclear 

detonations despite the looming pressures from major powers, the 

question of why states go nuclear must be addressed. Naturally, 

Pakistan did not seek prestige or honor. The possibility of either 

diminishes with the timing of the test. It leaves Pakistan with the 

rationale of security and survival. The decision to test became a 
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matter of survival for Pakistan in the international realm and 

especially vis-à-vis India. Fully appreciating the lack of concern for 

Pakistan’s security-insecurity relationship apropos India by the US 

and Western countries, Pakistan had to be its own security 

guarantor. Therefore, Gohar Ayub’s statement pertaining to the 

time and not the question of if, steered Pakistan out of the 

murkiness that had formed around Pakistan’s decision to test.62 

This clear stance was a sign of Pakistan’s understanding of its 

security concerns – deep-rooted in a strong defence capability.  

In the various models presented by Graham T. Allison exploring the 

decision-making processes, Pakistan’s decision to test fits best in 

the Rational Actor Model.  As it is evident for Pakistan the question 

was not of bureaucratic output based on a result of bargaining 

between independent decision-makers positioned hierarchically 

within the government, nor was it an organizational decision as 

standard operating procedures were no longer relevant. It is 

increasingly evident that decision was guided by a rational calculus. 

Allison states that “the governmental actor is neither a unitary actor 

nor a conglomerate of organizations, but rather is a number of 

individual players,”63 it can be seen that all of these actors came 

together with their inputs based on the knowledge they had from 

their vantage points. The Rational Actor Model uses goals and 

objectives; alternatives; consequences; and final choice as tools to 

determine whether a decision figures into its framework. 

A quick look at the requirements of the model show that the goal 

was to respond to Indian threat that had exacerbated as a result of 

increased Indian belligerence post tests and the impending security 

risk arising from it. Pakistan’s objective was to secure itself against 

India. Without any security guarantees by the US, Pakistan was left 

with no other choice. Similarly, the alternatives that the US offered 

to Pakistan were of little or negligible value in their comparison to 

the benefits of overt nuclearization to Pakistan. 
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As a rational state, Pakistan was fully aware of the consequences of 

the tests. A contingency plan64 had been prepared in anticipation of 

the economic sanctions as a result of nuclear testing. The course of 

deliberations and actions taken by Pakistan fall within the 

stipulations of a rational decision. As Allison notes that “the rational 

action maintains that a rational choice consists of value-maximizing 

adaptation within the context of a given payoff function, fixed 

alternatives and consequences that are known.”65 When Nawaz 

Sharif was asked about his response after India’s tests, he gave no 

timetable for a decision by Pakistan, but stated, “If we wanted a tit-

for-tat response, that could have been given straight away…we are 

analyzing the situation…We'll see the effects of these sanctions on 

India and what does the world do to remove this imbalance of 

power in this region and how they deal with India”, and went on to 

say that it was important not to act in a hasty manner.66  Thus, the 

decision to test as a final choice was made after deliberating 

rationally on the range of available possible policy alternatives and 

bearing in mind the possible scenarios and consequences it may 

bring forth.  

Dwelling on the counterfactual of nuclear testing, Sartaj Aziz asks, 

what would have happened if Pakistan had chosen the path of 

restraint. For him, the 2002 nuclear standoff with half a million 

Indian troops on Pakistan’s eastern border validated “the 

paramount significance of the decision to test,” as Pakistan’s overt 

nuclearization successfully deterred Indian aggression.  

Finally, the composition of the DCC at the time of the nuclear tests, 

reflects upon the decision-making processes that have later been 

formalized in the apex nuclear decision-making body i.e. National 

Command Authority. Two decades on, Pakistan’s rational decision-

making capabilities, as manifested in the May 1998 crisis, continue 

to guide the national security decisions based on democratic 

processes. 
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Annexure-I 

Economic Contigency Plan 1998 

In the Cabinet meeting held on 14 May 1998, it was decided that 

an Economic Contingency Plan should be formulated in case 

Pakistan decides to go ahead with the nuclear explosion and has to 

face economic sanctions. This paper has been prepared in response 

to this directive. 

1. If and when Pakistan decides to go for the nuclear option, there 

will be a strong reaction from the market, even before the actual 

sanctions are announced. To deal with this reaction and to 

safeguard against a sudden flight of capital, the following measures 

would have to be adopted immediately. 

i. An ordinance will have to be issued to suspend the 

operation of the protection of Economic Reforms Act of 1991. 

ii. The Foreign Currency Accounts (FCAs) of resident 

Pakistanis will be converted into rupees at the official 

exchange rate (about $7 billion). The banks will be directed to 

offer attractive rates on these rupee accounts. 

iii. Foreign Currency Accounts of non-residents ($4 billion) 

will not be converted, but will be temporarily brought under 

SBP restrictions, so that there is no sudden withdrawal. 

However SBP may allow some withdrawals on a case to case 

basis, to avoid hardship. 

iv. In line with the decision in (ii) above, holding of FCAs by 

residents will be discontinued, along with the suspension of 

licenses held by moneychangers.  

v. A bank holiday will be declared on Day 1, to facilitate the 

implementation of these measures. 

 



 

35 
 CISS Insight: Special Issue 

 

Exploring Pakistan’s Decision-making Process for the Nuclear Tests: 

2. While these measures are intended to safeguard the balance of 

payments, some measures should also be announced to safeguard 

the budgetary situation. These would include: 

(i) 10-15 per cent cut in non-development budget 

(ii) New ordinance to speed up the recovery of stuck up loans  

(iii) A major austerity drive 

 
3. It will take a few days after the tests, before we know about the 

nature, scope and severity of the sanctions that may be imposed on 

Pakistan. But keeping in view the sanctions imposed on India, we 

could lose foreign assistance of about $2 billion, (over and above 

the projected BOP gap of $2 billion forecast for the year 1998-99), 

as detailed below: 

  $billion 

(i) 
Loss of Programme Loans from WB ADB & 

Japan 
1.00 

(ii) 

Loss of about 25 pjer cent of the expected 

project assistance (Total for 1998-99 

estimated at $1.7 billion)  

0.40 

(iii) 
Loss of credits lined up for wheat imports of 

1.5 million tons 
0.26 

(iv) 
Loss of 3rd & 4th installments of IMF loans 

under ESAF/EEF 
0.50 

 Total 2.16 

4. This ampunt is about 1/6th of the projected imports of about $12 

billion in 1998-99. Our first priority will be to compress our imports 

by this amount or arrange alternative sources of credit to finance 

some of these imports, as detailed below: 
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Petroleum Products $1.90 billion 

Wheat $0.26 billion 

Fertilizer (DAP) $0.17 billion 

Edible oils $0.75 billion   

Total  $3.08 billion  

5. It will be necessary to send special representatives, without any 

loss of time, to various Islamic and friendly countries to arrange 

credits (hopefully for 3-5 years) for these imports. (Saudi Arabia, 

UAE, Kuwait, Malaysia). IDB may also finance wheat imports or 

fertilizer imports from Islamic countries. Some of them may 

provide financial aid or special deposits.  

6. Simultaneously we should launch a crash agricultural 

programme to achieve self sufficiency in wheat and edible oil, and 

to expand our exportable commodities like cotton and rice.  

7. Out of the total estimated loss of $2.16 billion in foreign 

assistance, a loss of $1.5 billion (Rs65 billion) will also affect the 

budget. For this purpose:  

a. Non-development and non essential expenditures will have 

to be curtailed; Provinces will be asked to do the same.  

b. No new projects to be undertaken in the PSDP, but aided 

on-going projects to be protected to utilize more aid from 

the pipeline and thus assist the balance of payments.  

c. New tax measures may have to be introduced to cover 

increased defence expenditures that may arise in view of 

tensions with India.  

d. Quasi-fiscal deficit of public sector agencies, i.e. WAPDA, 

KSE, Railways will have to be recouped through reduction 

in cross subsidies and adjustment in tariffs. 

 8. In the short run, Pakistan's vulnerability is much greater than 

India's, which has exchange reserves of $25 billion (6 months 



 

37 
 CISS Insight: Special Issue 

 

Exploring Pakistan’s Decision-making Process for the Nuclear Tests: 

imports) and its reliance on foreign aid as a proportion of its 

imports are much smaller (about 10 per cent). By comparison, 

foreign assistance finances about 25 per cent of Pakistan's imports 

and its foreign exchange reserves are only $1.4 billion (6 weeks' 

imports), with short term liabilities of $12 billion ($11 billion in 

Foreign Currency Accounts and $1 billion in short term loans).  

9. If sanctions are imposed, Pakistan will not be able to raise any 

new short term loans in the Bond markets, while it needs to roll 

over the loans obtained in earlier years. Confidence in the stock 

market will also be shaken and some of the foreign portfolio 

investors will withdraw their funds. This would mean a further 

decline in the stock market. (It is already touching a two year low of 

1374 on 18 May). Our Privatization Programme will also receive a 

set back because those buying assets in Pakistan will not be able to 

get financial backing from Banks in USA and other countries 

imposing sanctions.  

10. An important issue in this context will be our Debt Repayment 

Policy which will have to be formulated in the light of the sanctions 

and their scope. The estimates in para 4 above assume that aid in 

the pipeline will continue (except perhaps from Japan) but new 

credits may not be forthcoming.  

11. One option would be to stop loan repayment and interest 

payment to countries that impose sanctions (namely USA, Japan) 

and save about $1 billion. But that may involve further sanctions 

(including those that may affect our exports) that apply to loan 

defaulters in the 'Paris Club.  

12. Similarly, outflow of direct foreign investment or portfolio 

investment may have to be allowed, so that our ability to borrow 

from foreign commercial banks is not affected very seriously, 

although we will have to pay higher rates.  

13. There may be some difficulty in imports, if our LCs are not 

honoured by foreign banks, but special steps may have to be taken 
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to seek the support of foreign banks in Pakistan to counter-

guarantee LCs issued by our Banks.  

14. Another issue that will have to be taken up will be the need for 

import restrictions. Depending on the emerging situation and if our 

efforts to mobilize compensatory resources do not succeed 

according to our expectations, we may have to impose restrictions 

on certain imports. This will be a very serious step because it would 

lead to inflation and affect the cost of living of the common man. So 

this extreme step should be taken only as a last resort.  

15. To coordinate and implement this Contingency Plan, it will be 

necessary to setup a small Committee, preferably as a Sub-

Committee of the ECC, to watch the situation on a day-to-day basis 

and take decisions in a timely manner. (Finance Minister; 

Commerce Minister; Petroleum Minister; Deputy Chairman, 

Planning Commission; Chairman, Board of Investment; and 

Governor State Bank of Pakistan).  
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Reactions 

Huma Rehman and Afeera Firdous 

 

Introduction 

In 1974, India conducted its first nuclear tests named ‘Smiling 

Buddha’ (May 18, 1974) at Pokhran, Rajasthan. Subsequent to this 

test, India maintained ambiguity about the status of its nuclear 

program. Countries from all over the world were startled by India’s 

first nuclear test. It was condemned by many countries but the US 

and Canada criticized the test as they had provided aid to India, for 

peaceful purposes of their nuclear project. Later on due to violation 

of understanding with India, Canada withdrew its assistance while 

the United States continued to support India for its future 

development work in the nuclear field. The immediate response 

from international community to India’s 1974 was the formation of 

the London Club in 1974 to check international trade in nuclear 

technology.   

Again in 1998, the nuclear testing in South Asia opened a new 

chapter in the international politics. India announced two rounds of 

nuclear tests conducted on May 11 and 13. Following suit, on May 

28 and 30, Pakistan successfully conducted nuclear weapons tests. 

The implications of the nuclear testing by both countries were not 

only limited to the South Asian region but created a spectrum of 

change in global politics.  

The tests changed the status quo and the existing global norm 

against nuclear testing specifically embodied in the agenda of 

Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT). These nuclear tests had 

shocked the world because these were the first nuclear detonations 

since the CTBT opened for signature in September 24, 1996. The 
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edgy bilateral relations between India and Pakistan were major 

concerns for international community. Some states became 

apprehensive about a potential arms race in the region. On the other 

hand, both India and Pakistan had their own reasons to conduct 

nuclear tests. In case of Pakistan, it was a reluctant entrant in the 

league of nuclear weapons states. On May 17, 1998 Prime Minister 

Muhammad Nawaz Sharif said, “we do not want to madly follow the 

suit.”1 

The responses of international community to the Indian and, later 

on, to the Pakistan nuclear tests were different and draws another 

aspect of international politics vis-à-vis reactions based on state-to-

state relations and their strategic interests.  The immediate reaction 

after Indian nuclear tests was by US Administration and in 

particular President Clinton. Later, President Clinton worked 

diligently to try to persuade the Pakistani leaders to assume a 

political and moral high ground by showing restraint and not 

matching India’s nuclear tests. The US government entered into 

intensive discussions with the Pakistani government to explain to it 

the negative consequences of testing. The Pakistanis were made 

aware that loans to India including $450 million for electrical power 

distribution; $130 million for hydro-electric generators, $275 

million for road construction, and $10 million for promotion of 

private sector development - a total of $865 million had been 

suspended. The US wanted Pakistan to be warned of what was 

happening to India so they could fully understand the effect that 

automatic sanctions under American law could have imposed on 

their nation.2 On the part of overall international community, 

however the reactions to Indian and Pakistan nuclear tests were not 

uniform. 

The paper aims to revisit various reactions by different states, 

international forums such as UN (UNSC), EU, G-8 and P-5; 

international think tanks and scholars working on Pakistan and 

Indian nuclear tests. This article would also analyze economic 
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sanctions imposed on Pakistan and India by major powers after 

May 1998 nuclear tests. It also examines how different states 

reacted to Indian and Pakistani nuclear tests.  

 

Pakistan’s Nuclear Tests: Restoring Strategic Balance   

Security is, fundamentally, a relational phenomenon and an 

ambiguous concept.3 It is a broader idea than power. It has a useful 

feature of incorporating much of the insight, which derives from the 

analysis of power as well.4 The principal dimension of security is 

maintenance of a people’s homeland, or even of their territories 

beyond the seas. It also means the maintenance of their self-respect, 

security of economic interests and core national values.5 So the 

primary purpose behind Pakistan’s nuclear tests was security and 

sovereignty of the state. The idea was not only the survival of the 

state, but also that it should live without serious external threat. 

Kenneth Waltz identified that states can balance against threats. 

States can balance against looming threat externally, through 

alliances, or internally, through military preparations.6 

Since Independence in 1947, Pakistani leaders were convinced that 

India was determined to harm separate identity, culture and 

political stature of Pakistan, and to curtail its freedom. The roots of 

this suspicion lay partly in the subcontinent’s long history and 

partly in an array of intractable ideological, territorial, and political 

disputes. The mistrust and suspicion grew with constant tension on 

international borders, intense conflict over Jammu and Kashmir 

and three wars (1948, 1965, 1971) between the two countries. 

Nonetheless, Kashmir issue has remained a bone of contention 

between India and Pakistan over the last seven decades. Neither 

country is willing to compromise over Kashmir. 

Moreover, India has tried to throw about its weight in South Asia on 

basis of its economic potential and military might. Indian pursuit of 
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nuclear development since its 1974 test and earlier indicates the 

vision of Indian leaders to play a role on the global stage. 

Developing nuclear capability was one of the key components for a 

state like Pakistan to enhance the stability of its deterrent 

relationship vis-a-vis its larger adversary.  

Pakistan has clearly stated, on international forums like UNSC, that 

Pakistan’s pursuit of nuclear weapons was for security, not for 

status.7 Faced with the ominous developments resulting from 

India's deliberate and calculated actions to alter the strategic 

equation in the region, Pakistan was left with no choice but to 

exercise its nuclear option, to restore the strategic balance and to 

preserve peace in South Asia. Domestic pressure was also a factor 

influencing the Pakistani government’s decision to conduct the 

tests, as Pakistani Prime Minister also stated that there was an 

expectation that the government would conduct nuclear tests.8  

 

International Reactions  

The pressures and responses from international community to the 

Pakistani nuclear tests comprised expressing disappointment with 

Pakistan’s action to outright condemnation of the tests. After India’s 

tests, individual countries called for restraint and urged both India 

and Pakistan to establish dialogue in order to work through their 

difficulties. India used the Pakistani nuclear tests to justify its own 

position and brushed aside Pakistan’s claim that India posed a 

threat to Pakistan’s security.9 It reiterated its offer to hold 

discussions with Pakistan on ‘a no-first-use agreement reflecting its 

desire to maintain stability in the region’. It also stated that the 

Indian government remained fully prepared to deal firmly and 

effectively with any outside threat.10 Reactions from some of the 

other international forums and countries for India and Pakistan’s 

nuclear tests are as follows. 
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India 

Despite the fact that India was the first one to start nuclear testing 

on South Asian soil in 1974, the reaction of international 

community was mild even after its second round of nuclear testing 

in 1998. Following recorded international responses to second 

round of Indian nuclear test will give an insight into the nature of 

specific reactions and their connotation. 

United Nations Security Council: On May 14, 1998, UNSC 

President, Njuguna M. Mahugu, stated that Security Council 

strongly deplores the three underground nuclear tests that India 

conducted on 11 May and 13 May, despite overwhelming 

international concern and protests. Council also urged India to 

refrain from any further tests.11 

France: Expressing grave concern, French Foreign Ministry stated, 

on May 11, 1998, stated that France reiterates its commitment both 

to the cause of disarmament and non-proliferation and to the 

improvement of security and stability in South Asia. French 

government called on India to sign CTBT immediately.12 

Japan: Japan, having first-hand experience of nuclear catastrophe, 

reacted strongly to the nuclear tests by stating that “Japan cannot 

accept these tests.13 

Germany: German government called off dialogue with India 

regarding development policy, stating that Germany is concerned 

over the connection between development expenditure and 

military expenditure. German ambassador to CD called upon Indian 

government to live up to its great responsibility for peace in the 

region and appealed to India to sign CTBT and NPT.14  

Russia: Russian President Boris Yeltsin said that India is a friendly 

country, with which they have good relations, but India had let 
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Russia down with its explosions. However, Russia expressed that by 

diplomatic means, Moscow could bring about a change in New 

Delhi’s position.15  

UK: British Foreign Secretary Robin Cook stated that Indian nuclear 

explosion undermined international resolve to prevent nuclear 

proliferation. Such actions would increase danger rather than 

strengthening the security of the region.16  

US: On May 12, 1998, US President Bill Clinton said that he was very 

much disturbed by India’s nuclear tests. He stated that India’s 

action not only threatened the stability of the region, it directly 

challenged the firm international consensus to stop the 

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.17 

Australia: On May 14, 1998, Australian Foreign Minister, Alexander 

Downer, expressed deep resentment by saying that Australia 

considers that India's actions could have the most damaging 

consequences for security in South Asia and globally. India must 

immediately sign the CTBT, join the international non-proliferation 

regime and forswear forever the use of nuclear weapons.18 

 

Sanctions on India 

Glenn Amendment: The US response to the nuclear tests had 

centered on the imposition of mandatory sanctions under the Arms 

Export Control Act. After Indian nuclear tests on May 11 and 13, 

1998, US showed deep concern and disappointment.19 The US 

under the Glenn Amendment, section 102 of the AECA 1994, 

imposed sanctions on India after May 11, 1998 nuclear tests.20 This 

legislation, by former Senator John Glenn, required that when a 

non-nuclear weapon state detonates a nuclear explosive device, the 

US must impose an extensive set of sanctions on the offending 

country. Passed on April 30, 1994, the Glenn Amendment amplified 
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previous nonproliferation legislation, i.e., the Glenn and Symington 

Amendments to the Foreign Assistance Act of 1977 and the Nuclear 

Non-Proliferation Act of 1978.21 However, certain sanctions against 

India under Glenn Amendment were waived in October 1999.22 

After the Indian tests, Tokyo froze $30 million in grants to New 

Delhi and said it would make cuts in its annual $1 billion loan 

program. It also withdrew its offer to be the host of a June 30, 1998 

World Bank meeting at which donors of aid to India were to discuss 

development assistance.23  Australia also suspended all military 

links with New Delhi and terminated all the assistance programs 

except relief aid after the Indian tests.24 The US was also able to 

convince its World Bank peers to delay US$865 million in World 

Bank loans to India.25 

Apart from these, no other major sanctions were imposed on India. 

European countries remained highly biased and hypocritical while 

reacting to nuclear tests by India, as G-8 countries condemned 

Indian tests in G-8 summit on May 19, 1998, but did not agree to 

any co-ordinated program of sanctions against India.26 After Indian 

nuclear tests , EU declined to impose economic sanctions on India. 

Instead the EU Council of Ministers agreed to have the European 

Commission review India's continued eligibility for the EU's 

Generalized System of Preferences (GSP).27 Russians also called 

sanctions not the best way forward. Russian Foreign Minister, 

Yevgeny Primakov, also stated that Russia will not support US 

sanctions against India, but Russia will plan to use its influence with 

India.28 

Similarly, UK did not trim its $165 million economic assistance to 

India.29 Moreover, French government’s spokesperson Daniel 

Vaillant said that their government did not encourage US to pursue 

sanctions against India because this is not the right way to assure 

India’s signing of NPT.30 China was also another major country 

which did not impose economic sanctions on India.31  
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Pakistan 

Overall the international response to India’s nuclear test was 

muted, although it has broken the nuclear testing taboo, soon after 

the establishment of the non-testing norm in the CTBT. Pakistan 

was keenly looking at the international community’s response to 

India’s nuclear test and the muted response became a primary 

factor in Pakistan’s decision to restore the strategic balance by its 

own nuclear tests. In the aftermath of India’s nuclear tests, the 

international community’s reactions focused more on preventing 

Pakistan from overt nuclearization than reprimanding India. 

United Nations Secretary-General: In response to Pakistan’s 

nuclear tests, United Nations Secretary-General deplored both the 

Indian and Pakistani tests. He said that these actions aggravate 

tension in an already difficult situation. He also called on both 

governments to sign CTBT, no-first-use pledges and freeze their 

nuclear weapons development programs. He added that the world 

should work to preserve life, culture and civilization, not to become 

more destructive.”32 

UN Security Council Presidential Statement: On May 29, 1998, 

UNSC President Njuguna M. Mahugu expressed serious 

apprehensions, and that UNSC strongly disapproved the nuclear 

tests by Pakistan despite overwhelming international concern. 

UNSC urged Pakistan to refrain from any further tests and exercise 

maximum restraint.33 

NATO-Russia Permanent Joint Council: The statement on the 

Nuclear Tests of Pakistan and India, issued by the NATO-Russia 

Joint Council ministerial level meeting at Luxembourg on 28 May, 

1998, condemned the nuclear tests and registered deep concerns 

on developing regional nuclear arms race in South Asia. It reiterated 

urgency for both India and Pakistan to adhere unconditionally to 

the NPT and CTBT. It further urged both countries to engage in 
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dialogue to address the root causes of the tension and try to build 

confidence, rather than seek confrontation.34 

International Atomic Energy Agency: Mohamed El Baradei, 

Director General IAEA considered the developments in South Asia 

as alarming. He showed deep regret on nuclear tests by India and 

Pakistan. The Director General expressed the hope that both states 

will exercise utmost restraint and commit themselves to a concrete 

program to reduce and ultimately eliminate nuclear weapons. He 

also recommended both states to align with global and regional 

accommodation efforts and détente rather than the acquisition of 

nuclear weapons as a way to attain and enhance peace and 

security.35 

Australia: After Pakistan’s nuclear test in May 1998, Australian 

Foreign Minister Alexander Downer called the tests as an action of 

flagrant defiance of international non-proliferation norms. He 

added that it is deeply disappointing that Pakistan has turned its 

back on the pleas of international community to exercise restraint 

and joined India in isolation from rest of the world. On June 2, 1998, 

Australian Permanent Representative to the Conference on 

Disarmament, John Campbell, stated that international community 

cannot let India and Pakistan's actions pass without a strong and 

substantive response.36 Australia decided to take different 

measures in response to the test conducted by Pakistan including 

suspension of engagements at multiple levels such as bilateral 

defense relations, non-humanitarian aid, and interaction with 

senior officials.37 

Canada: Prime Minister Jean Chretien, on May 28, 1998, deeply 

regretted the nuclear tests conducted by both countries. He said 

that Pakistan’s actions, following that of India’s, could only have 

serious implications for the security of South Asia, along with the 

global non-proliferation commitments.38 
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China: On May 28, 1998, Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

expressed deep concerns over Pakistan’s nuclear tests. Chinese 

Foreign Ministry spokesman Zhu Bangzao said that China has 

always advocated the complete prohibition and thorough 

destruction of nuclear weapons and is opposed to any form of 

nuclear weapon proliferation. He underlined the concern of Chinese 

government about the likely nuclear race in South Asia. He also 

called on both countries to exercise the utmost restraint to maintain 

peace and stability in the South Asian region.39 

Germany: The statement, on May 28, 1998, by German Foreign 

Minister Klaus Kinkel marked a concern for global peace. He said 

that Germany condemns Pakistani nuclear tests; and peace and 

stability can only be achieved through dialogue, not a nuclear arms 

race.40 

Japan: Japan strongly regretted that Pakistan did not take notice of 

the voice of the international community which called upon it to 

discontinue the development of nuclear weapons.41 

Russia: Russian Foreign Minister Yevgeny Primakov stated that he 

was deeply rattled at what he saw as the very rare possibility of 

nuclear war on the subcontinent. In addition he stated sarcastically, 

“All these years, we (US-Russia) have been worried about an Islamic 

bomb, now there is one.”42 A spokesman for Russia's Foreign 

Ministry, Valery Nesterushkin, said that Pakistan had reacted in 

response to India, and it was unfortunate that both nations had 

ignored international opinion. He said through dialogue better 

results could be achieved. This would be better than isolation and 

economic sanctions against the two states.43 

UK: Statement from British Foreign Secretary Robin Cook, on May 

28, 1998, expressed unease regarding Pakistan’s nuclear tests. He 

conveyed that British government is dismayed by Pakistani nuclear 

test. It highlighted the grave concern about the increased risk of 

nuclear and missile proliferation in South Asia.44 
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US: On May 28, 1998, the US President Clinton stated that the US 

condemns nuclear tests by Pakistan. These tests can only serve to 

increase tensions in an already volatile region. He added that with 

their recent tests, Pakistan and India are contributing to a self-

defeating cycle of escalation that does not add to the security of 

either country. Both India and Pakistan need to renounce further 

nuclear and missile testing immediately and take decisive steps to 

reverse this dangerous arms race.45  

 

Sanctions on Pakistan 

On May 30, 1998, the US President directed the relevant agencies to 

take the necessary actions to impose sanctions set out under the 

AECA against Pakistan.46 Pakistan was already under specific 

sanctions (Symington and Pressler Amendments). Sanctions 

included termination of US development assistance and US 

government sales of defense articles and services; termination of 

foreign military financing; denial of credit, credit guarantees, or 

other financial assistance by the US government; opposition to 

loans or assistance by international financial institutions; 

prohibition on US bank loans or credit to Pakistan; and prohibition 

on exports of specific goods and technology.  

Glenn Amendment: Glenn Amendment was automatically imposed 

on Pakistan on May 28, 1998, when Pakistan conducted its first 

nuclear test. It was predicted that the Glenn Amendment sanctions 

would cause more harm to Pakistan than to India, because of 

Pakistan’s weak economy and dependence on assistance from 

international financial institutions.47 Overall Glenn Amendment 

sanctions against Pakistan were waived in September 2001, post 

9/11.   

Symington Amendment: The Symington Amendment was 

Pakistan-specific legislation which was first activated in 1979 on 



 

53 
 CISS Insight: Special Issue 

 

India And Pakistan’s Nuclear Tests And International Reactions 

allegations of  Pakistan's importing equipment for the Kahuta 

uranium-enrichment facility.48 Application of Foreign Assistance 

Act or AECA makes it mandatory on the US administration to block 

funds for economic assistance, military assistance or international 

military education and training, assistance for Peacekeeping 

Operations, or military credits or guarantees to any country which 

receives from any other country nuclear enrichment equipment 

without safeguards.49 

Pressler Amendment: Pakistan was already under US sanctions 

imposed by the 1985 Pressler Amendment,50 introduced by Senator 

Larry Pressler. Pressler amendment was  not applicable to India. 

This law specified that US aid and government-to-government 

military sales to Pakistan would be cut off unless the President 

certified that Pakistan did not possess a nuclear explosive device 

and that the proposed US assistance program will significantly 

reduce the risk that Pakistan will possess a nuclear explosive 

device.51 Since 1990, both the Bush and Clinton administrations 

declined to give this certification and sanctions were accordingly 

imposed on Pakistan. As a result, no bilateral aid flows existed to be 

cut under the Glenn Amendment.52  

International Economic Sanctions: Nuclear tests by India and 

Pakistan highlighted the difficulties in the US strategy of using 

sanctions as a policy tool. "These sanctions were simply invented as 

a deterrent. No one thought through what would happen if the 

deterrent failed," said Richard Haass, director of foreign policy 

studies at the U.S.-based Brookings Institution.53 The US was not the 

only nation which imposed sanctions on Pakistan. Other countries, 

including Japan, Germany, Australia, Canada, Denmark, and 

Sweden, suspended bilateral aid programs. Among these, however, 

the Japanese sanctions involved significant amounts. 

Australia, which terminated military links with New Delhi, 

condemned the Pakistani actions. Australian government had also 
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withdrawn an offer made to double its $1.5 million annual aid to 

Islamabad.54 While accusing Pakistan of conducting nuclear tests, 

Germany cancelled planned negotiations with Pakistan in June 

1998 about new development aid worth $45 million.55 Japan had 

halted new loans and grants, effectively cutting its official 

assistance to Pakistan. Furthermore, it was anticipated that 

Japanese aid suspension could affect Pakistan’s economy severely 

as it had provided $235 million in loans and $42 million in aid in 

1997.56 After Indian test on May 11 and 13, the ministers of 

European Parliament called on the European Commission to 

accelerate an EU-Pakistan trade and co-operation agreement in an 

effort to persuade Pakistan not to conduct its nuclear tests. As 

Pakistan conducted its tests, EU Council ministers called on the EU 

member states to work for a delay in consideration of loans to 

Pakistan in the World Bank and other international institutions.57 

Pakistan also faced sharp cuts on US$750 million new program 

funding by World Bank.58 

Alternatively, Britain believed that cuts in aid will hurt the poor. 

Thus, UK did not cut its $41 million assistance to Pakistan, just as it 

did not trim its aid to India.59 China, though, criticized the Pakistani 

tests, but announced that it would not impose sanctions against 

Islamabad.60  

 

Resolutions against India and Pakistan 

Following international resolutions were passed after Pakistan 

conducted nuclear tests but all the resolutions addressed both India 

and Pakistan. 

P-5 Joint Communiqué: Five permanent members of United 

Nations Security Council, The US, UK, Russia, France and China, 

issued P-5 Joint Communiqué on nuclear tests conducted by India 

and Pakistan on June 5, 1998.61 P-5 Condemned the tests, expressed 
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their deep concern about the danger to peace and stability in the 

region. 

UNSCR 1172: United Nations Security Council (UNSC) held sessions 

on May 14th 62 and 28th,63 1998 and called on India and Pakistan to 

declare a moratorium on further nuclear weapons tests or 

experiments on weapons-delivery systems. Security Council 

President Njuguna Moses Mahugu expressed his grave concern at 

the risk of nuclear arms race escalating in South Asia. He urged both 

countries to accede to CTBT immediately. UNSC passed , UNSC 

Resolution 1172, on June 6, 1998, to reiterate global commitment 

to non-proliferation and disarmament.64 

European Parliament Resolution: European Parliament adopted a 

resolution on nuclear testing by India and Pakistan on June 19, 

1998.65 It called upon both governments to develop framework for 

reconciliation. In the aftermath of India’s tests, the Parliament 

instructed the European Commission to reconsider India’s 

eligibility for trade preferences. Following Pakistan’s tests, the 

Commission extended this consideration to Pakistan also, 

temporarily postponing the impending conclusion of a Cooperation 

Agreement.66 

Conference on Disarmament (CD): The CD held a plenary meeting 

to discuss nuclear tests conducted by India and Pakistan on June 2, 

1998.67 The representatives of the 34 countries addressed the 

meeting and expressed alarm and deep concern about the nuclear 

tests carried out by India and Pakistan. Mirat Sungar, Chairman of 

CD, said proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and their 

delivery systems constituted an extremely serious threat to 

international peace and security. He also stated that CD should, 

without delay, initiate negotiations on a treaty to prohibit the 

production of fissile material for use in nuclear weapons or other 

nuclear explosive devices.68 
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G-8 Communiqué: G-8 countries’ Foreign Ministers held a special 

meeting on June 12, 1998 in London on Indian and Pakistani 

nuclear tests.69 

New Agenda Coalition: Sweden, Ireland, Brazil, Egypt, Mexico, New 

Zealand, Slovenia and South Africa; which had been working to 

revive the resolve of the international community for nuclear 

disarmament, formed an alliance known as the 'New Agenda 

Coalition’.70 On June 9, 1998, they made representation in a joint 

ministerial declaration to the nuclear-weapons states and to India, 

Israel and Pakistan. 

The ministers agreed that disarmament would begin with those 

states that have the largest arsenals, but they stressed the 

importance that they be ‘joined in a seamless process by those with 

lesser arsenals at the appropriate juncture’.71   

 

Conclusion 

The nuclear testing in South Asian region can be seen in two phases 

in terms of international reactions to the nuclear tests. First phase 

initiated in 1974 when India had initiated nuclear testing in South 

Asia.  While India continued to state that the test was for peaceful 

purposes, it faced opposition from various quarters. The major 

development was the formation of London Club in reaction to the 

Indian tests to put a check on international nuclear commerce. 

The second phase can be counted from 1998 when both India and 

Pakistan tested nuclear devices. Despite the emergence of a 

constellation of groups that condemned the nuclear tests nuclear 

capability became a reality in the region. Both India and Pakistan 

have their rationales based on their respective national security 

and strategic interests as a part of statecraft. The rationale for each 
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state has factors such as security compulsion, political will, national 

resolve and considerations of despite politics.  

New Delhi’s compulsion for going nuclear has long been seen and 

justified in its strategic rivalry with China. Despite the rationale 

offered by Indian government officials for testing, the BJP 

government cashed the opportunity to play popular national 

prestige card. It also benefited the Indian aspiration of major power 

status, which would lead India into the elite club of nations with 

recognized nuclear weapons programs. As stated by former Indian 

foreign secretary, Muchkund Dubey, in 1994, “the bomb option is a 

currency of power that is critical to our survival as a strong 

nation.”72 For Pakistan, after Indian nuclear tests, it was a 

compulsive strategic decision to preserve its sovereignty and 

national security. Specifically, the security factor became 

paramount for Pakistan since the unforgettable episode of 1971, 

with a resolve of never again.  

Since 1974 when India had conducted its first nuclear test, 

reactions and responses of international community were totally 

based on biases and selectivity. NSG (then London Club) which was 

created as a consequence of India’s 1974 test. The group decided in 

1992 to require full-scope IAEA safeguards for any new nuclear 

export deals, which effectively ruled out nuclear exports to India, 

but in 2008 it waived this restriction on nuclear trade with India as 

part of the Indo-US Civil nuclear agreement. Subsequently, in 1998 

when India again tested nuclear devices and Pakistan followed suit, 

most countries waited for days to give any official statement on 

Indian nuclear tests. The focus of the international community in 

most part remained to curtail Pakistan’s nuclear tests rather than 

give a strong response on India’s nuclear tests.  

On the other hand, statement from major states like Russia, saying 

that Russia will work out any solution diplomatically with friendly 

country (India), came as no surprise. Russia and Western European 
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countries, especially G-8 countries, openly refused to impose any 

sanctions and trade restrictions on India.  

The US, which seemed to be seriously concerned about Indian 

nuclear tests, at least from the accounts of Presidential statements, 

did not impose any India-specific sanctions, contrary to its response 

to Pakistan. India was relieved on certain sanctions under Glenn 

Amendment only in 1999, but sanctions against Pakistan, under 

Glenn Amendment, were waived in 2001. Furthermore, no 

international resolution was passed after Indian nuclear tests, 

though there a was two weeks gap between Indian and Pakistani 

tests.  

Finally, the hollow international response to Indian nuclear tests 

forced Pakistan to take the decision to conduct its own nuclear 

weapons tests. If the world community had reacted to Indian tests 

in more substantive ways, it would have been difficult for Pakistan 

to overlook international calls for restraint.  
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Introduction  

Nuclear explosions have been detonated in all environments in air, 

under water, above ground and underground. The underground 

testing is the safest in which nuclear explosion are detonated at 

varying depths. When the explosion is fully contained, underground 

nuclear testing emits negligible fallouts if in case a vent is formed 

during testing. Pakistan performed its historic underground 

nuclear tests on May 28 th 2018 to perfection, keeping in view all 

the important parameters such as of site selection, site strength, air 

current on the site, amount of detonation, depth of detonation and 

shape of tunnels. Now after 20 years of the tests it would be 

appropriate to discuss these technical details and precautions 

followed by the Scientists of Pakistan atomic Energy Commission to 

ensure no radioactive fallouts. 

In response to India’s Nuclear Test of May 11th and 13th, 1998 

Pakistan conducted five nuclear tests at Chaghi-1(largest of 32 kt 

and others of 1kt each) in Ras-Koh Hills on May, 28, 1998 at 15:15 

PST. On May 30, 2018, one other nuclear tests of 15kt at Chaghi-2 

in Kharan an area 150km to the south of Ras-Koh Hills also in 

Balochistan were conducted.1 After conducting these tests Pakistan 

became the 7th nation to have the nuclear capability.2 India had 

earlier displayed this capability in 1974 covertly and overtly two 

weeks before on May 11 1998. The people of Pakistan now 

celebrate this day as “Yuom-e-Takbeer” or “Day of Greatness”. 

Many local and foreign non-technical journalists, without having 

sufficient knowledge and technical details have published articles3 

that may be quite misleading to the readers.4 In one of the articles 
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it was claimed5 that there was a village named Chehtar with a 

population of about 4000 close to the test site. In fact, there were 

only ten huts of nomads. Nomads were moved to a safe place prior 

to the test.  In another article, the author6 tried to project the idea 

that Pakistan’s nuclear tests resulted in radiation fallout causing 

cancer of lungs, liver and blood, typhoid and infectious hepatitis in 

the local population.  A fake story regarding Pakistani nuclear test 

appeared in “The Diplomat”7 made many highly contentions and 

false claims by twisting the facts. 

In order to dispel any doubts that may have arisen by the incorrect 

information contained in these articles or from other sources the 

best course would be to provide factual information regarding the 

nuclear tests. This paper looks at the history of the nuclear fallouts 

resulting from the tests, the evolving debate to curtail/reduce the 

fallout and finaly analyzes the result of nuclear fallout from 

Pakistan’s underground nuclear tests. 

 

History of Nuclear Fallouts 

In the history of nuclear testing the first radioactive fallout came to 

the knowledge of scientists, in 1945, from Trinity Test. The fallout 

was so intense that effects were recorded over 1000 miles away 

from the test site in Nevada desert.8  After this intense fallout also 

occurred from Simon Test conducted in 1953, which reached as far 

as Albany, New York.9 Children in large parts of Midwest, New 

England, Idaho, Montana and Dakota received doses of Iodine-131, 

which affected their thyroid glands through the milk pathway from 

the fallout effects of radioactivity on the pasture land.10 In 1950s the 

international concern started growing over the radioactive fallout 

resulting from the nuclear tests, but scientists were yet far from 

developing methods for controlling it.  
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In 1954, radioactive fallout from nuclear test Bravo created the 

worst radiological disaster in history for the local human 

population and other living creatures at Marshall Island. The test 

fallouts by accident also exposed and contaminated US servicemen 

at Rongerik Atoll and a Japanese fishing trawler, Lucky Dragon.11  

The effects of nuclear fallout from these tests were so damaging and 

widespread that it generated an intense debate among scientists 

and policy makers. More focused efforts were subsequently 

directed at developing techniques for controlling the fallout 

emanating from nuclear tests in the future. 

Prior to this incident,  limited consideration was given to health 

impacts and widespread dispersion of radioactivity resulting from 

nuclear testing. Public interest and concerns about the radionuclide 

Strontium-90 grew due to its long life and biological similarity to 

calcium. A small amount of Strontium-90 deposited in bones, bone 

marrow and soft tissues when ingested, causes bone cancer and 

leukemia.12 Tests conducted to find out its effect on mother’s milk 

and babies were conclusive. As the knowledge about the damage 

caused by radioactive fallout from nuclear testing grew the policy 

makers at the political level also become more concerned about the 

ill effects of radioactivity on human health and environment.  This 

resulted in Partial Test Ban Treaty (PTBT) in August 1963, 

forbidding testing of all nuclear weapons in atmosphere, in space 

and underwater.13  

Over the past decade, there is gradual accumulation of knowledge 

about the hazards of radioactivity such as when Iodine-131 is 

present in the environment from radioactive fallout, it can be 

absorbed by human beings through contaminated food and 

accumulates in thyroid gland, causing damage to the gland and 

thyroid cancer. Cesium-137 after entering the body gets distributed 

uniformly with higher concentration in muscle tissues and lower 

concentration in bones. It causes gonadal and genetic damage.14  

The soil absorbs nearly all the reactive chemical compounds so the 
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only radioactive gases Krypton-85 and Xenon-133 filter through 

soil into atmosphere. The gases are released into the atmosphere,  

if a vent is formed due to improperly prepared tunnel and the 

concrete poured to seal the test site is not of the required strength 

and is not poured carefully.15  

The first underground nuclear test was conducted on Nov 29th 

1951. Code named Buster-jungle Uncle, it was of 1.2 Kiloton, 

conducted at 5.2-meter depth. The explosion resulted in a cloud 

that rose to about 11500ft and resulted in radioactive fallout.16 The 

next underground test Teapot Ess took place in March 1955. It was 

a 1 kiloton   explosion, detonated at 20.4m depth. The resulting 

cloud reached about 12000ft and resulted in a fallout which drifted 

in the easterly direction as far as 225 km from the ground zero.17 

Then again in July 1957 Plumbbob Pascal-A of 1.7 kiloton device was 

detonated at 148-meter depth, and the fallout reduced to a factor of 

10%. Success of this test started further theoretical work on 

containment schemes.18 

It was becoming increasingly more obvious that effects of an 

underground nuclear test may vary according to the depth, yield of 

explosion and the nature of the surrounding rocks. If the test is 

conducted at sufficient depth the radioactive fallout will be 

contained with no venting of gases from the containment to the 

environment. The determining of how deeply the device should be 

buried, is scaled depth of burial or burst. The depth is determined as 

burial depth in meters divided by cubic root of the yield in kilotons. 

It is estimated in order to ensure containment. The figure should be 

greater than 100.19  

The first test with no fallout was Plumbbob Rainier, detonated on 

Sept 19, 1957. It was of more than 1.7 kiloton and conducted at a 

depth of 890 ft. It resulted in no fallout.20  The analysis of this test 

helped scientists to develop an understanding of the facts with 

regard to underground explosion that persists un-altered today.21 
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The effect of an underground nuclear test depends on many factors 

besides depth and yield, it depends on the nature of the 

surrounding rocks as well.   

The underground testing also controls fall out problem of all short 

lived and long lived fission products. Short lived radionuclides such 

as Iodine-131, Iodine-129 and Cesium-137 can be easily bio-

accumulated in soft tissues through environment, thus these short 

lived radioisotopes are also known as fall out indicators.22  

 

Pakistani Testing Sites Ensured Zero Fallouts 

Reviewing the facts of Pakistani nuclear tests at Chaghi-1 and 

Chaghi-2 it can be ascertained that there were no radioactive 

fallouts recorded from the tests.  

First the site selection. Pakistan Atomic Energy Commission had 

started working on site selection in 1976. Extensive surveys were 

carried out and it took more than two years to finalize the site.  A 

remote mountain site named koh kambaran, in Ras-koh hills was 

finally selected in 1978.23  The site was selected because of the 

unique features of the mountain. These are made of hard granite 

rocks and are extremely dry.  Their average height is 700 ft., the 

highest point being 3009 feet above sea level. These rocks were 

estimated to be capable of withstanding 25-40 kilotons of 

detonation. The other important factor for selecting this site was 

that there is very little air current here and in the surroundings 

area. The spread of the radioactive fallouts, therefore, would 

naturally remain limited.  Besides, this it is a remote area, separated 

from Chagai hills by a large deserted valley. There are no tracks and 

pathway in the area. The most significant feature of the site is that 

it has no human settlement. The nearest settlement is about 40 

kilometers away from the test site.  
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Pakistan Atomic Energy Commission with the help of other 

government agencies started work on making tunnels in 1978, after 

ensuring safety and security of the area.  

PAEC scientists performed many tests after the tunnel had been 

readied and several years before 28th May tests to ensure that no 

fallouts from the nuclear tests would occur. These included prior 

measurement of water contents of mountain rocks and surrounding 

area soil. The strength of mountains tested to be sure that it would 

withstand the impact of nuclear detonation. The amount of 

carbonates and water in the soil along with iron have to be tested 

in order to correctly evaluate the test site. Water saturated clay soils 

may cause structural collapse and venting.  The data was collected 

and analyzed to confirm that the mountain rocks were hard enough 

to withstand the detonation of more than 35 kilotons. As an 

additional safety measure 3300 feet long and 8-9 feet in diameter 

tunnel was prepared. The L-shaped shaft was made in the tunnel to 

make it self-sealing. This ensured stoppage of energy propagating 

straight up the shaft below the highest point of 2700 meter. The 

recommended detonation depth for 35 kilotons is less than 2500 

meter. 

In 1996 these tunnels were reactivated and repaired. The structure 

of shaft was also changed from L to somewhat S shaped so that it 

could better withstand the explosion shock and ensure self-

sealing.24 Beside this, the tunnel had a provision to be filled 

manually by high strength concrete before detonation.  This 

provided extra safety against radiation as the detonation of nuclear 

weapon performed at sufficient depth filled with concrete do not 

release any radioactive materials in the atmosphere.  

In conclusion it could be said that the Pakistan’s Nuclear Tests were 

not carried out in haste. They were meticulously planned by the 

scientists of Pakistan Atomic Energy Commission,25 using highly 

sophisticated technology. Making nuclear detonation to perfection, 
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assuring that no fall out should occur and no health and 

environmental problem should result. This is proved by the data 

available with cancer hospitals which conclusively shows that there 

is no increase in the cancer patient reporting from the area after the 

tests. 
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