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For over the past decade, the United States has sought to improve its relationship with India.  This desire for better relations with New Delhi rests on practical strategic, economic, political, and energy interests.  The dominant issue in the official U.S.-Indian dialogue at the moment – that cuts across all these areas – is the proposed agreement to allow civilian nuclear cooperation between both nations.  
This controversial proposal is being portrayed by many nonproliferation traditionalists as a serious blow to international efforts to control the spread of nuclear weapons.  And its terms, if approved by the U.S. Congress, would shatter decades of nonproliferation law and practice.  Nevertheless, there are opportunities in the agreement that need to be explored and balanced against the changing international landscape.  For example, in the nuclear security sphere, the deal does open up a possible opportunity to explore intensified U.S.-Indian cooperation on enhancing the physical security of India’s nuclear stockpiles and facilities and improving emergency response procedures to better protect sensitive infrastructure from external attack or internal theft.  Cooperation in this area by India could stimulate similar actions by Pakistan, thereby enhancing the security of fissile materials in the region, even as a South Asian nuclear arms race continues.  
The U.S. Congress will play a critical role in affirming the nuclear agreement, and in possibly attaching conditions to the deal.  However, the proposed nuclear agreement arrives at a very sensitive and strained time in the political relationship between the White House and the legislative branch – a situation that will require patience, compromise, and a soft touch by the Bush administration to secure Congress’s approval of the deal.
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