
 

 

 

‘Nuclear triad status’ is the expression used in defence jargon to refer 

to the capacity to deploy nuclear weapons from land, air and sea 

through nuclear-powered submarines. On sea, nuclear weapons are 

particularly valued when based on submarines, as submarines offer the 

possibility of moving undetected; and this will be especially so if they 

will use nuclear energy reactors, the best mean for silently powering 

underwater vessels for long periods of time.  

 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi celebrated India’s ‘Nuclear Triad 

Status’ on 5 November, while receiving the ‘crew of Strategic Strike 

Nuclear Submarine (SSBN) INS Arihant, the submarine recently 

returned from its first deterrence patrol’. It was the completion of a 

thirty-year project involving the cream of India’s industrial structure. 

 

This means India is joining now the previous five countries club (US, 

Russia, China, UK and France) disposing of fully operational nuclear 

powered and nuclear armed submarines and, furthermore, that India 

was able to do it fundamentally counting on its own resources.  

 

Basing nuclear weapons on sea is normally seen as assuring the ‘second 

strike capability’. It is specially adapted to the Indian nuclear doctrine 

of ‘Credible Minimum Deterrence and No First Use’ as it insures a 

devastating reply to any country that would start a nuclear attack.   
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Pakistan has long indicated – already since the first tests on sea of INS Arihant – its willingness to achieve 

similar nuclear capabilities. According to public information conveyed from Karachi by Vox: ‘The 

Pakistani navy is likely to soon place nuclear-tipped cruise missiles on up to three of its five French-built 

diesel-electric submarines. It has also reached a deal with China to buy eight more diesel-electric attack 

submarines that can be equipped with nuclear weapons. These are scheduled for delivery in 2028. Even 

more disturbingly, Pakistani military authorities say they are considering the possibility of putting nuclear-

tipped cruise missiles on surface vessels like the Zulfiqar.’ While nuclear-powered submarines are 

normally seen as the most capable, alternatively ‘Air Independent Propulsion Technology’ (AIP) can also 

be used in conventionally-powered vessels. ‘AIP’ means ‘A propulsion system that uses liquid (or 

compressed) oxygen or hydrogen fuel cells, thereby allowing submarines to stay submerged for longer 

periods without the need for external sources of oxygen. This increased endurance also increases a 

submarine’s survivability’. It ‘provides diesel-powered submarines with greater submerged endurance 

(several weeks as opposed to several days), thereby enhancing survivability’.  

 

As the above-mentioned Vox article explains, the possible deployment of nuclear warheads in vessels 

like Zulfiqar – which is apparently under consideration by the Pakistani authorities – should be a major 

concern for the whole of the international community because of the risk of seeing such vessels being 

hijacked by Pakistani splinter terrorist groups. In 2014, Al-Qaeda only narrowly failed an attempt to take 

control of the Zulfiqar at the Karachi harbour so as to launch attacks at the US Navy. One can only 

imagine what its success would mean if the Zulfiqar were to be equipped with nuclear weapons. 

 

Other than Pakistan, India is also worried by the growing potential presence of the Chinese navy in 

Southern Asia. The Chinese navy first established itself in Gwadar, Pakistan - although it had once 

promised to keep Gwadar as a commercial infrastructure. The same scenario is feared for Sri Lanka, 

where China got control over the strategic port of Hambantota following Sri Lanka’s incapacity to serve 

the heavy debt burden arising from Chinese credits. The recent bloodless ‘coup d’état’ in Sri Lanka 

whereas the Chinese ally strong-man Rajapaksa regained power as Prime-Minister increased Indian fears 

of seeing a Chinese military base in the country.  

 

Whereas the electoral defeat of the Chinese-sponsored dictator in the Maldives – Abdulla Yameen – will 

at least postpone Chinese naval plans for the archipelago, China already has an operational naval base in 

Djibouti on the African side of the Indian Ocean, which might be the first of many.  
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The success of the INS Arihant first deterrent patrol now celebrated by India is therefore a step forward 

on a military build-up that will not stop there and whose success calls for a global political strategy capable 

of bringing peace, development and democracy to the region and to the World.  

 

 

 

 

 

  


