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After Aukus:

Asian

submarine
proliferation

The Australian sub deal signals deeper military
integration between the US and its allies and
spurs the spread of submarines in Asia’s waters

C.RajaMohan

For The Straits Times

Whatever the long-term political
consequences of the Aukus
arrangement might be, the
decision by the United States and
United Kingdom to help Australia
build nuclear-powered
submarines has highlighteda
larger trend - Asia’s growing
appetite for submarines, both
conventionaland nuclear.

For some, the trend invokes

fears ofanewregionalarmsracein :
i reactors, in contrast, willneed
¢ frequentrefuelling - a process that :
: involvesremoving spent fueland
: invites proliferation risks.

underwater weapons, But those
looking at the shifting naval
balance of power in Asia’s waters
believe the proliferation of
submarinesinevitable. Others are
convinced that Aukus-type deals
willin fact reduce incentives for

the acquisition of nuclear weapons :
¢ nuclear weapons by non-nuclear
: weapon states but does not

by Asian powers.
The concernsabout nuclear

proliferation have certainly gained :
: militaryuses of nuclear energy like :
¢ naval propulsion.

some traction since the Aukus
announcementlast month. That
the reactors of the planned
Australian submarines willuse
highly enriched uranium (easily
converted into nuclear weapons)
has compelledagroup of former
US officials to caution President
Joe Biden.

Inaletter to the White House,
theywrote that the “Aukus dealto
supply Australia with
nuclear-powered attack
submarines fuelled with

weapon-grade uranium could have :
: operatednuclear-powered

serious negative impacts on the

globalnuclearnon-proliferation  :
: regimeand therebyonUSnational :
¢ security”, :

Former Australian prime

* minister Malcolm Turnbull echoed :
: those concerns. “Australiaisa :
: non-nuclear weapon stateand has
: acommitment to,andamassive  :
: vested interest in, the upholding of :
: the Non-Proliferation Treaty
¢ (NPT),” he said. “Whenyoulookat :
¢ it fromanon-proliferation point of :
: view...LEU (lightly enriched
: uranium) isamuch better

: proposition.”

There are views to the contrary.

¢ Professor Vipin Narang of the

: Massachusetts Institute of

¢ Technology says the US/UK

¢ reactors powered by highly

¢ enriched uranium might beless

: prone toproliferation, because

¢ thereisnoreplacement of the fuel
¢ through thelife cycle of the

submarine. LEU-powered

The NPT, in fact, permits the use

¢ of specialmateriallike enriched
: uranium in nuclear submarine

reactors, The NPT bars building

prohibit them from non-weapon

The International Atomic

: EnergyAgency (IAEA), the

: watchdog of the NPT, saysitis
: gettingready to deal with the many :
* monitoring and verification issues
: presented by the Aukus deal. After
- all,it isthe first time that a

: non-nuclear weapon state thatis

¢ partyto the NPT plans toacquire

: nuclear-powered submarines.

Untilnow, only six nuclear

France, China and India) have

i submarines. The head of the IAEA,
¢ Mr Rafael Grossi, said his

: organisationwill “have to enter

¢ intoavery complex, technical

: negotiation” with the US, UK and

i Australia to ensure “there isno

¢ weakening of the nuclear

i non-proliferationregime”.

The Morrison government, of

i course, hasgivenringing

¢ reaffirmation of Canberra’s

: commitment tonon-proliferation
¢ anditsreadinesstoaccepta

i rigorousinspection regime by the

IAEA.
Canberra’s assurances on

: non-proliferation are unlikely to

i convince China, which has

: mounteda political campaign

: against the Aukus deal. One of

: Beijing’s main arguments is that it
i undermines the NPT regime.

¢ Whatever China’s political

i motivation, the Aukus agreement

has certainly intensified Asia’s

i quest for nuclear and conventional :
¢ submarines.

THEKOREAN PENINSULA

¢ Letusbegin with the Korean

: peninsula. Asthe North Korean

: ambition to build a powerful

: nuclearand missile arsenalhas

. endured through the past three

. decades, it was perhaps inevitable
: ¢ thatSouth Korea would debate its
: weapon powers (the US, USSR, UK, :
: acquiring nuclear weapons is no
¢ longer afringe position in Seoul’s

own nuclear options. The idea of

¢ -

¢ polity. Atleast three optionsare

¢ being debated in Seoul -

i developingan independent

: nucleararsenal, redeploying US

i tacticalnuclear weapons in South

. Korea,and nuclear-weapon

i sharing arrangements with the US.

Nuclear-powered submarines

i have emerged as the fourth option, :
i PresidentMoonJae-inreportedly
i pitched the South Korean case for
: nuclear-powered submarines to

i the Trump administration, but

: Washington was reluctant. South

¢ Korea, meanwhile, has surprised

: theworldlast month bylaunching
i aballistic missile from anewly

: built submarine. President Moon

. observedthe testlaunchofthe

i “Hyunmoo 4-4” missile from the

i 3,000-tonne Dosan Ahn Chang-ho :
: submarine commissioned in

: August. South Koreais the first

i non-nuclear weapon country to
: field sucha missile.

Allothers, including North

: Korea, which developand test

i submarine-launched ballistic

* missiles (SLBMs) possess nuclear
i weapons. SLBMs are typically

. designed to carry nuclear weapons :
i and meant to provide secure

¢ second strike capability against
i adversaries.

Since Seoulisa treatyally of the

: USand enjoys the protectionof the :
: USnuclear umbrella, analysts

: wonder why Seoul wants to build
¢ SLBMsand invite amore intense
i confrontation with Pyongyang.
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: Butthe case for deterringa

¢ nuclear-armed North has steadily
i gainedground in the South. There
¢ isindeed speculationthat a

i 4,000-tonne nuclear-powered

¢ submarineis on Seoul’s naval

i drawingboard.

i nuclear-powered submarine deal,
¢ theKoreanSLBMisaresponse to
: the complex security environment :
: thatisemergingin East Asia -

: marked by China’srise and

* niggling questions about the

¢ credibility of US alliances and

: America’s nuclear umbrella. They
: areapart of the effort to develop
: capabilities that fallin the grey

: zone between purely conventional :
: andnuclear deterrence.

: Japan, the Aukus agreement came
: rightinmiddle of last month’s

¢ ruling-party election campaign.

¢ Oneofthe candidates, former

: defenceand foreign minister Taro
: Kono, supported Tokyo’s

: consideration of nuclear-powered
¢ submarines. But Mr Fumio

: Kishida, whowon theraceandis

¢ now the Prime Minister of Japan,

: wassceptical. Inany event, the

i deepanti-nuclear sentimentsin

: theJapanese polity limit the

¢ possibility of Japan going for

: nuclear-powered submarinesin

i thenear term.

i strengthening the military

¢ capabilities ofallies such as

i Australia, Japan and South Korea
¢ byproviding sophisticated

: technologies like nuclear

: propulsion serves two important
: purposes.Oneistoreduce

¢ incentivesforallies to acquire

i independentnucleararsenals of
: theirown;and the otheris to build
: “integrated deterrence”in

¢ partnership with allies. How this
: works out inrelation to eachally
¢ would, of course, be different.

i were only one part of the Aukus
i deal.Italsoincludes trilateral
: collaboration ofarange of

: underwater systems, cyber

: warfare, artificial intelligence and
i quantum computing - to enhance
¢ interoperability andjoint

i capabilitiesunder the integrated
i deterrence framework.

¢ UShaslifted many of the earlier

¢ restrictions onrange and payload
¢ ofSeoul’smissiles. Thereisalsoa
: growing clamour in Washington

: increased the prospects for the

: transfer of naval nuclear reactors.
¢ There are reports that Russia had
: offered South Koreaanaval

¢ maritime usesand might now be
: eagertogeta slice of the new
: business.

: supply conventional submarines,
: might nowbe open to exporting
: nuclear-powered submarines. A
¢ leading French nuclear expert, Dr

Like the Australian

The logicapplies toJapan too. In

Some in Washington believe

Nuclear-powered submarines

technologies - including

Inrelation to South Korea, the

that the USmust begin joint

The Aukus deal, meanwhile, has

nuclear reactor for civilian

France, outraged at losing the
multibillion-dollar contract to

i Bruno Tetrais,and aformer

: French ambassador, Mr Michel

i Duclos wrote earlier this month
: that Paris shouldshedits

¢ inhibitions on exporting nuclear
: submarine technology.

“Inview of the American-British

¢ precedent, France should no
i longer have anyreservations about
: supplying nuclear submarinesto

interested clients. Its choice of fuel

i (low-enriched uranium, which

i requires the core to bereloaded

* during its lifetime) would logically
i steerit towards states thatalready
. havea civilian nuclear complex,

i suchasIndia, Japan or South

¢ Korea.”

: INDIAAND PAKISTAN

¢ Indiawill certainly be interested.

: Facedwitharising Chinese naval

¢ profilein the Indian Ocean waters,
¢ Delhiis trying to strengthenits

: submarine arm. France is

i currently building six

¢ Scorpene-class submarines for the
¢ Indian Navy.Itis also bidding fora
: contractto buildanother six

: conventional boats.

Like Canberra, Delhi too has

: beendebating the option of

: buildingits own nuclear-powered
: submarines; Paris could figure

i prominently in these plans. So will
i Moscow.

Over the last three decades,

i India hasleased two

¢ nuclear-powered submarines

¢ from Russiaand a third oneis on

¢ order. These nuclear-powered

: submarines (SSNs) for attacking

i enemy fleets are different from the
i nuclear-powered and

: nuclear-armedboats (SSBNs) that
. Indiais building. The SSBNs are to

. ensureasurvivable nuclear

i deterrent.

Itwillbe surprising if Beijing

¢ doesnot takeadvantage of the

: strategic opening created by

i Aukus. China, which currently is

: building conventional submarines
¢ for Pakistan, could also be tempted
i toleaselIslamabada

: nuclear-poweredattack

: submarine,

Meanwhile, the market for

i conventionally powered

: submarines has been growing

i steadilyin Asia. Thanks to arapidly
: deteriorating naval environment

i inSouth-east Asia, many countries
¢ arefocused on defensive and

i asymmetric strategies. There isno
: better asymmetric weapon thana

i submarine. Deployed under water
. anddifficult to find, submarines

¢ nuclear planning with Japan, South :
¢ Koreaand Australia to strengthen
i America’s Asianalliancesand

: regionaldeterrence.

can cause huge damage tolarger

¢ surface fleets of a stronger

i adversary, making themattractive
¢ toweaker states seeking to exploit
i the vulnerabilities of the powerful.
¢ Thereare manyvendors -

i including Tokyo, Beijing, Seoul,

i Moscow, Berlin, Stockholm and

i Paris - eager toservice the

¢ regionalneed for conventional

: submarines. The future of Asia’s

. under-water politicsislikely to be

: very different from the past.
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