Obama, India’s Modi Claim Breakthrough on Nuclear Liability Issue
by Katie Zezima, with Annie Gowen and Rama Lakshmi
Jan. 25, 2015: New Delhi - President Obama and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi said Sunday that the 2 countries have made progress toward resolving nuclear issues, at the start of a 3-day visit that is heavy on pageantry and symbolism.
Obama said the 2 countries have reached a “breakthrough understanding” that would make it easier for U.S. and foreign firms to invest in Indian nuclear power plants.  Indian law holds suppliers, designers and builders of plants liable in case of an accident, making companies loath to invest in the country's nuclear plants.  The 2 governments have not agreed on how to track nuclear material.
The understanding, though short on specifics, moves toward resolving one of a number of nuclear-related issues that have hamstrung the countries for years and has prevented the implementation of a landmark nuclear deal reached during the George W.  Bush administration.  “We’re committed to moving towards full implementation.  And this is an important step that shows how we can work together to elevate our relationship,” Obama said.
The White House said the agreement was reached through a combination of insurance pools and an assurance that reducing the liability would be within the framework of the 2008 agreement.  It will now be up to companies to decide whether or not to go forward with doing business in India.  Officials said that, despite the law, the change would not require additional legislation in India.
Former prime minister Manmohan Singh staked his 1st term on the landmark civil nuclear agreement, which ended India’s 3 decades of nuclear isolation and held the promise of billions in sales and thousands of jobs for U.S. energy companies.  The U.S. government and private sector were stunned when the legislature passed the liability law.  It has remained a bone of contention between the 2 countries for years, with both talking about ways to interpret the law that would be more amenable to large, multi-national nuclear corporations.
During that time, India’s enthusiasm for nuclear power was dampened by the nuclear disaster in Japan and the difficulty of securing land on which to build nuclear reactors.  Nuclear power today represents only about 2% of India’s total installed power capacity.
The announcement contained few specific details, and some are skeptical.  “The Indian government is going to town saying breakthrough, breakthrough, but there are a lot of questions that still remain," said R. R. Subramanian, a senior scholar on nuclear disarmament at the Institute of Defense Studies and Analysis. 
Obama and Modi said they have made progress on other issues, including climate change, saying they are committed to phasing out carbon emissions and pursuing a “strong global climate agreement” at talks in Paris later this year.  The 2 countries reached an agreement in September to help the country shift to renewable fuels.
Asked whether the landmark climate deal with China put pressure on India to cut its emissions, Modi said that “India is an independent country."  He added that "there is no pressure on us from any country or any person,” but that there is pressure on all people to combat climate change.
Renewable energy is scarce and expensive here and about 300 million people live without power.  Coal power is growing rapidly.
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