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The Carter Administration and the
Evolution of American Nuclear

Nonproliferation Policy, 1977–1981

In the wake of India’s May 1998 decision to resume nuclear testing
for the first time since 1974, as well as arch-rival Pakistan’s subse-
quent response, the attention of the world again has focused on
nuclear nonproliferation policy as a means of maintaining stability
in politically troubled regions of the world.1 The 1990s proved to be
an uncertain time for nonproliferation policy.2 Pakistan acquired
nuclear capabilities.3 Iraq displayed its well-known intransigence by
refusing to allow International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) arms
inspectors access to facilities suspected of manufacturing nuclear
weapons.4 North Korea maintained a nuclear weapons program de-
spite opposition from many Western nations.5 Troubling questions
about nuclear holdings persisted in Argentina, Brazil, and South
Africa.6 New nuclear powers were created in Belarus, Kazakhstan,
Russia, and Ukraine after the disintegration of the Soviet Union.7

Even the renewal of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons in 1995 failed to assuage the concerns of Western powers
fearful of aggressive measures undertaken by rogue nuclear
proliferants.8

 Although its importance has varied depending on other devel-
opments on the world stage, the nonproliferation issue has never
completely disappeared from foreign policy calculations. Every
American president since the end of World War II has had to reas-
sess nuclear deterrence policies to a greater or lesser extent; as a
result, American nonproliferation policy has undergone enormous
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changes from 1945 to the present.9 Beginning at the end of World
War II until about 1960, the United States sought to prevent the
Soviet Union and its satellites from developing nuclear weapons
while simultaneously encouraging U.S. allies to develop defensive
nuclear capabilities. For their part, the Soviets pursued a similar
policy with countries of the Warsaw Pact. After France tested a
nuclear bomb, the Superpowers changed their strategies and pur-
sued strict nonproliferation policies after 1960.10 Prior to the devel-
opment of the first international nonproliferation agreement—the
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), signed by the Johnson ad-
ministration in 1968 and ratified under the Nixon administration
two years later—nonproliferation generally was a secondary geopo-
litical issue.11 Since the NPT was adopted, and especially since the
Carter administration came to power in 1977, it has assumed center
stage at crucial points in our history.12

Although many specific policies developed during the 1970s
have been modified since that time, the current framework for think-
ing about nonproliferation and its linkage to the domestic nuclear
industry began during the Carter administration; for that reason,
the thirty-ninth president’s policies are especially relevant to the
present. Initiatives to limit the spread of nuclear weapons had been
debated since at least the Truman administration, but Carter changed
the tenor of the debate. He came to the White House as a new era
was dawning. The Cold War was not yet over, but the new president
was looking to a future when the strategic arms race should be halted
because it exacerbated tensions in an already tense stalemate be-
tween the United States and its allies and the Soviet Union and its
satellite states.13

A series of domestic and international events highlighted the
dangers of nuclear weapons during that decade. Congress ratified
the 1968 NPT in 1970, but it remained on the periphery of the Nixon
administration’s foreign policy agenda in light of other, more press-
ing Cold War concerns. In May 1974, the analysis changed when
India tested a nuclear device, thereby dramatically demonstrating
the power exercised by any nation that possessed nuclear technol-
ogy, including the technology necessary to extract plutonium from
spent nuclear fuel.14 In effect, India served notice to the United States
that nuclear nonproliferation was no longer a tangential foreign
policy issue.15

A month after the Indian incident, President Richard M. Nixon
visited Egyptian President Anwar Sadat in the Middle East and an-
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nounced a plan to provide Egypt and Israel with nuclear reactor tech-
nology that could be used, among other things, to manufacture weap-
ons. Foreign policy experts feared that President Nixon’s plan would
lead to the spread of nuclear weapons technology throughout the
world.16 A 1977 study undertaken by the Mitre Corporation con-
firmed this fear when it linked the development of domestic nuclear
energy technology with the potential for increased terrorist activ-
ity.17

By the 1970s, nuclear weapons proliferation had become one of
the most visible national security problems of the Cold War era.18

Anxious to fulfill his campaign promises to pursue a course of action
that would halt the spread of nuclear weapons and genuinely con-
cerned about the issue, President Carter took steps to increase the
salience of nonproliferation issues. His decision to postpone the U.S.
liquid metal fast breeder reactor program, support the 1978 Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Act (NNPA), and ban spent nuclear fuel repro-
cessing represented a marked change in U.S. nuclear policy, and
it still holds repercussions for present-day American nuclear
policy.19

Politicization of the Nonproliferation Issue:
The 1976 Presidential Campaign

Former Georgia Governor Jimmy Carter was the sole candidate seek-
ing the 1976 presidential nomination who addressed nuclear issues
as an integral component of his energy policy. A former member of
Admiral Hyman Rickover’s nuclear navy, Carter understood the is-
sue as few candidates did.20 The key to his strategy for capturing the
Democratic nomination, and later the White House, was twofold.
First, he portrayed himself as a populist outsider who would not suc-
cumb to “Potomac Fever” in his quest for political power. He would
rise above the fray of partisan politics and restore a sense of honor
and integrity in public service in the aftermath of the Watergate
scandal. He also emphasized his understanding of complex techni-
cal problems facing the nation, especially in the areas of energy policy
and international human rights in foreign affairs.21

Carter walked a fine line in crafting his energy policy. To bol-
ster his credibility with representatives of the blossoming environ-
mental movement, early in the campaign he announced his
opposition to reprocessing spent fuel rods, a procedure that sepa-
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rates uranium from plutonium for reuse. The candidate recognized
that reprocessed weapons-grade plutonium could be used to increase
the number of nuclear weapons throughout the world.22 In announc-
ing his opposition to spent-fuel reprocessing, Carter attempted to
have his cake and eat it too. He could promise antinuclear environ-
mentalists that his administration would take steps to control global
nuclear weapons proliferation while simultaneously assuring the
nuclear industry that he was not opposed to relying on commercial
nuclear reactors to meet the nation’s energy needs.23

Had nuclear energy merely been a component of his energy
policy, Carter probably would not have been as willing to emphasize
nuclear issues as he appeared to be during the campaign. Because his
fear of nuclear weapons proliferation was inextricably intertwined
with his view of human rights, however, Carter was willing to invest
time and attention in distinguishing his principled stance from the
position of realpolitik advocated by Nixon and Kissinger.24 As com-
mentator Robert A. Strong observed, “Human rights for Jimmy Carter
was much more than a convenient campaign issue in 1976. It had
deep roots in his personal experiences and his early political career.
It had a central place in his world view.”25

Be that as it may, Carter’s commitment to limiting nuclear weap-
ons as a central component of his energy and human rights policies
also was politically useful in 1976. Presidents Nixon and Ford gener-
ally approached domestic nuclear energy reprocessing and nuclear
nonproliferation issues separately, but candidate Carter chose to link
them together as untenable threats to American national security
interests.26 One of his earliest official statements on the subject came
during a speech at the United Nations on 13 May 1976, before he
secured the Democratic presidential nomination. Entitled “Nuclear
Energy and the New World Order,” the speech addressed the repro-
cessing issue in unequivocal terms.

“There is a fearsome prospect that the spread of nuclear reac-
tors will mean the spread of nuclear weapons to many nations,” Carter
observed. He argued that halting nuclear proliferation was one of
the most important issues facing world leaders in the latter half of
the twentieth century. He also predicted that if the United States
and other Western, industrialized nations did not act swiftly and
decisively, “by 1990, the developing nations alone will produce
enough plutonium in their reactors to build 3,000 Hiroshima-size
bombs a year—the equivalent of 100,000 bombs a year—about half
of it outside of the United States.”27
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The candidate’s nonproliferation policy received widespread
praise from the environmental community and served as an effec-
tive, high-profile issue for the campaign. Moreover, his tough cam-
paign rhetoric demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of the
issues. In all of his major policy pronouncements, Carter stressed
the linkage between nuclear technology exports and nuclear non-
proliferation. This was a masterful stroke for a candidate seeking to
distinguish himself from the competition both in the areas of energy
policy and human rights.28 Until President Ford abruptly changed
positions late in the 1976 presidential campaign, Carter’s predeces-
sors spoke of nonproliferation as predominantly an international
problem amenable to international solutions. By arguing that the
United States potentially could curtail global weapons proliferation
by limiting or even prohibiting nuclear technology transfers, Carter
began to bridge the gap between American foreign policy on nuclear
weapons and American domestic policy on nuclear technology such
as spent-fuel reprocessing.29

The United Nations address was not the first indication that
Carter intended to appropriate the nuclear issue as a campaign tool.
The day before that speech, Townsend M. Belser Jr., an attorney in
Columbia, South Carolina, and a Carter-for-President supporter,
wrote a letter to Dr. John W. Gofman, a professor in the Division of
Medical Physics at the University of California at Berkeley and a
member of the Committee for Nuclear Responsibility. In the letter,
Belser outlined the reasons why Dr. Gofman, a renowned opponent
of nuclear power and U.S. foreign policy on weapons nonprolifera-
tion, should support Carter’s 1976 presidential bid.

“Although I cannot represent that Carter is totally against
nuclear power, I feel that he has serious reservations about its wide-
scale proliferation and will give careful consideration to the con-
cerns of responsible scientists,” Belser wrote. “I realize, of course,
that Carter does not stand for everything that the anti-nuclear move-
ment might wish. However, he is the only candidate with a chance
of winning who will at least listen to both sides and factor the con-
cerns of environmentalists into the decision-making process.”30

More important than his campaign correspondence, Carter’s
interest in nuclear policy was reported in the popular press, a wel-
comed development for a dark-horse candidate seeking to establish
his legitimacy. On 25 May 1976, an article in the Christian Science
Monitor noted that Carter was considering America’s foreign and
domestic nuclear policies in tandem. The article observed that “a
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Carter White House would call for a complete international ban on
the sale of uranium enrichment or reprocessing plants, from which
weapons-grade plutonium can be extracted.”31

Later, after Carter had won the election, a Los Angeles Times
editorial entitled “Nuclear Waffle?” explained that one of the keys
to the candidate’s victory was his decisive stance on nuclear non-
proliferation. Ironically, Carter was given credit for championing
policies that already had begun to change during the Ford adminis-
tration. The key distinction was that President Ford appeared to
vacillate apparently because he had no fixed, well-developed nuclear
policy. Carter, however, seemed much more certain of his position.
The editorial concluded that “President Ford made it as plain as he
could in his October 28 nuclear-policy statement: The U.S. govern-
ment will no longer proceed on the assumption that plutonium will
be recovered from spent nuclear fuel and reused in power reactors. If
a program for the use of plutonium as reactor fuel goes forward, it
should be part of an international program designed to avoid the
further spread of nuclear weapons. Unfortunately, Washington’s
nuclear-energy bureaucracy preferred not to get the president’s mes-
sage. The Energy Research and Development Administration has
persuaded White House budget officials to back a proposal for ex-
penditure of $12 million for purposes at odds with the October policy
statement.”32 The Los Angeles Times editorial made a valid assess-
ment. Despite his best efforts, President Ford could not convince
the public that he had formulated a clear, consistent policy aimed at
halting nuclear weapons proliferation. Even when he took decisive
action to end spent fuel reprocessing, President Ford was viewed as
weak and, therefore, a poor leader.33

Nuclear energy policy, absent a crisis to galvanize public atten-
tion, generally does not receive widespread media coverage. Yet the
media reported on the issue, and some citizens took notice of Carter’s
antireprocessing policy, especially his criticism of President Ford’s
poor leadership. This improved the Georgian’s political prospects at
a time when he desperately needed public attention to legitimize his
status as a serious presidential contender.34

Examples of the salience of the issue can be found in the ar-
chives of the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library in Atlanta, which
contain correspondence from citizens indicating their support for
the candidate’s nonproliferation policy. Mr. Jon-Paul Wendt of
Brighton, Massachusetts, expressed the sentiments of typical non-
proliferation advocates in a mailgram he sent to the Carter-for-Presi-
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dent headquarters on 7 October 1976. He advised the candidate that
“as a voter I believe that the strongest way to win over Ford and very
easily is to be specific and repetitive to the point of imprinting into
the public’s mind that the vital issue now confronting a President is
the Atomic/Solar polarity-priority decision issue since everything
inherently rests on it.”35 Although a bit overstated, Mr. Wendt’s sug-
gestion appears prescient with the benefit of hindsight.

The Carter Administration’s Nonproliferation Policy

Before Carter assumed the presidency in 1977, the nuclear industry
had reaped the benefits of enormous government support. When the
industry began developing during the 1950s, nuclear energy execu-
tives had successfully argued that the viability of the domestic nuclear
industry depended in large measure on continued access to the in-
ternational market. This proved to be a persuasive argument in ef-
fecting national nuclear policy up through the late 1970s. The Nixon
and Ford administrations generally agreed that the United States
would be most effective in influencing the safe transfer of nuclear
technology by providing leadership in the international arena. This
was especially true for sales of enriched uranium. By controlling sales
and handling of uranium through an international consortium, the
United States was in a strong position to dictate terms and condi-
tions that to some extent would limit weapons proliferation.36

The industry’s strategy seemed to be fairly effective until 1970,
when the Soviet Union began to offer enriched uranium to other
nations, most notably France, with “no strings attached,” unlike the
terms of American transfers. After that time, the Nixon administra-
tion found itself faced with a difficult question. Should the United
States continue to try to influence uranium sales on the free market
or should it withdraw from the international arena altogether on
the premise that if it could not control sales it would prefer not to
export nuclear technology in the first place?37

Faced with other foreign policy issues, especially the Vietnam
War, the Nixon administration deferred to the nuclear industry and
allowed international uranium sales to continue. In the meantime,
in response to concerns over the possibility that fuel supplies might
be depleted within twenty years if nuclear power became a major
source of domestically produced electricity—which seemed likely in
the pre–Three Mile Island era of the early 1970s—the Nixon ad-
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ministration threw its support to the liquid metal fast breeder reac-
tor (LMFBR) program.38 The LMFBR program was designed as a
newer, safer generation of reactor that would reduce the demand for
fossil fuels and thereby decrease American dependence on foreign
energy sources, such as petroleum. At the time, nuclear power also
seemed to be a viable alternative, especially as the environmental
community began to raise concerns about air pollution generated by
coal-fired plants and other industrial facilities that burned fossil fu-
els.39

The new administration arrived in Washington intent on chang-
ing what it deemed to be the muddled policy of the Nixon and Ford
years. After he assumed the presidency in 1977, Carter followed
through with his campaign promise to reject the reprocessing op-
tion.40 He also reviewed plans to develop the LMFBR and eventu-
ally decided to shelve the program. Before the year was out, the new
president also had delivered four major policy speeches on the ur-
gent need to formulate a new nonproliferation policy.

On 7 April in his first major policy statement concerning nuclear
issues, the president said, “We will defer indefinitely the commer-
cial reprocessing and recycling of plutonium produced in the U.S.
nuclear power programs. From our own experience we have con-
cluded that a viable and economic power program can be sustained
without such reprocessing and recycling. The plant at Barnwell,
South Carolina, will receive neither federal encouragement nor fund-
ing for its completion as a reprocessing facility.41 We will continue
to embargo the export of equipment or technology that would per-
mit uranium enrichment and chemical reprocessing.”42 In a similar
vein, twenty days later he told the Congress that the “need to halt
nuclear proliferation is one of mankind’s most pressing challenges.”43

Carter’s third major statement on nonproliferation policy came
as part of a highly publicized speech delivered at the University of
Notre Dame on 22 May. He used the occasion to provide a compre-
hensive outline of his foreign policy views. In discussing the role of
nonproliferation policy in his administration, he said, “We are at-
tempting, even at the risk of some friction with our friends, to re-
duce the danger of nuclear proliferation and the worldwide spread
of conventional weapons.”44 He recognized that this policy was not
popular with some friendly nations—nor with members of Congress
worried about the Cold War policies of the Soviet Union, for that
matter—but Carter believed it was necessary to introduce a sem-
blance of sanity into the arms race. “We will, as a matter of national
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policy now in our country, seek to reduce the annual dollar volume
of arms sales, to restrict the transfer of advanced weapons, and to
reduce the extent of our coproduction arrangements about weapons
with foreign states,” he concluded. “And, just as important, we are
trying to get other nations, both free and otherwise, to join us in
this effort.”45

Later in the year, as he began pushing his nonproliferation
agenda through Congress, Carter used a speech to the General As-
sembly of the United Nations as a forum for advancing his
administration’s policy goals. “Peace will not be assured until the
weapons of war are put away,” he said.46 The president’s timing was
no accident. Even as he spoke to the nations of the world, the United
States Congress was debating the administration’s new approach to
nuclear weapons issues.47

Although Carter chose to deviate from previous executive policy
on nuclear issues, to some extent he accepted the long-standing pre-
supposition that uranium and nuclear technology sales are primarily
an economic issue with political repercussions. Unlike Nixon and
Ford, however, Carter believed that Americans could influence the
behavior of other nations by limiting domestic technology sales and
threatening to embargo material sales to rogue nations altogether.
Where his predecessors had worked discreetly through international
institutions such as the London Suppliers Group, Carter deliberately
changed course. In an effort to control weapons production through
a principled, high-profile, politicized stance that cast aspersions on
any nation that contributed to proliferation, the United States moved
away from its previous efforts at building an international coalition.48

In the months following the April and May 1977 policy state-
ments, he and his advisers crafted a strategy to implement the new
policy into law.49 As an integral part of the legislative strategy, the
administration again declared its intention to postpone development
of new reactors because such technology would increase the supply
of plutonium and enriched uranium available on the world market,
which could then be used to manufacture nuclear weapons.50 Carter
immediately found himself in a heated dispute with members of
Congress who feared that the United States would forfeit its lead
role in the international marketplace if the new policy prevailed,
thereby ironically increasing the likelihood of nuclear proliferation.

Some congressional critics, such as Senator Carl T. Curtis, a
Republican from Nebraska, objected to the administration’s entire
energy policy, including the nuclear provisions. “The Carter energy
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policy is the product of men of little faith,” Senator Curtis wrote in
a Congressional Digest forum in 1978. “The Carter energy policy is
the result of fear—fear of the militant environmentalists who know
not whereof they speak, and fear of the demagogues who espouse
Marxist theories of taxation and regimentation that have proved
fruitless throughout the centuries.”51

Other critics focused more on Carter’s specific approach to non-
proliferation. According to Senator James A. McClure, a Republi-
can from Idaho, and his colleague, Senator Frank Church, a Democrat
from Idaho, Carter’s attempts to regulate nuclear exports and tightly
control licensure provisions for the nuclear industry were an invita-
tion to promulgate cumbersome regulations and thereby cause need-
less bureaucratic delays.52 Senate Minority Leader Howard H. Baker
Jr. of Tennessee agreed that nonproliferation was an important goal,
but he doubted whether the administration’s proposal to limit tech-
nology transfers was a viable solution. “We must try to keep it from
proliferating any more than it already has, and try to live with that
genie now that he is out of the bottle,” he said. Senator Pete
Domenici, a Republican from New Mexico, was even more blunt in
his criticism of the Carter policy. “A strategy of nonproliferation
based solely on denial of equipment and technology will at most
only delay, not prohibit, this possibility.”53

The president faced a tough battle as he fought to implement
his own nonproliferation policy in lieu of modified congressional
proposals. In the face of intense congressional opposition, he vetoed
a bill, S-1811, that would have authorized construction of the breeder
reactor. In the accompanying veto message to Congress, Carter ex-
plained that the LMFBR program increased the risk of nuclear weap-
ons proliferation by making the technology readily available. He
specifically referred to “my strong belief that proceeding beyond
completion of the system design phase of the Clinch River facility
would imperil the Administration’s policy to curb proliferation of
nuclear weapons technology.”54 The president also rejected the no-
tion that a “once through fuel cycle” might exacerbate a domestic
nuclear waste storage and treatment problem by eliminating a prom-
ising means of spent-fuel disposal.55 By vetoing the measure, Carter
fulfilled his campaign promise of promoting nuclear nonprolifera-
tion, although Congress subsequently allowed the breeder reactor
program to move forward through other legislation.56 Congress could
not prevent the president from issuing an executive order banning
reprocessing; consequently, by using executive authority, Carter suc-
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cessfully prevented plans to build a reprocessing facility from receiv-
ing the necessary legislative authorization.57

The administration’s refusal to compromise on the nonprolif-
eration issue strained Carter’s already poor relationship with Con-
gress. Many congressional leaders, even within Carter’s own party,
were upset because he did not consult with them early in the
policymaking process. Moreover, his moralistic tone, his “the sky is
falling rhetoric,” and his heavy-handed “no compromises” approach
to shaping the policy combined to aggravate a Congress that already
viewed this political outsider with suspicion, if not outright disdain.
Although in later years Carter was to experience greater frustrations
and disappointments in his relationship with Congress over other
administration initiatives—most notably in the debate over the
Panama Canal Treaties58—this dispute early in his tenure foreshad-
owed many problems that persisted throughout his presidency.59

His success with the private sector was only marginally better.
Accustomed to widespread presidential support, the nuclear indus-
try was stunned to realize that the new administration would curtail
nuclear technology exports as well as prohibit reprocessing of spent
nuclear fuel. When the new position became clear, the industry ve-
hemently lobbied against the administration’s proposals. Executives
were worried that the administration’s policy would not influence
the state of global nuclear weapons proliferation and would inad-
vertently and irrevocably harm the American nuclear industry. A
representative of Westinghouse Electric Corporation, a major sup-
plier of foreign nuclear reactors, argued at the time that, among other
things, jobs would be lost, the domestic industrial base would erode,
and the United States would lose its international standing in the
nuclear market. Instead of tightly controlling nuclear technology
exports, Westinghouse suggested that the United States should seek
greater international and multinational solutions for controlling
nuclear exports.60

The Carter administration disputed the industry’s claims that
the loss of technology exports and the prohibition of reprocessing
would lead to calamitous economic consequences. Carter always
maintained that the nuclear industry could develop new and better
fuel-cycle technologies without relying on reprocessing or the rev-
enue generated by export sales. Moreover, the administration sought
to exercise a greater measure of control than the Westinghouse pro-
posal allowed.
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After the president successfully halted plans for constructing a
reprocessing facility, industry officials realized that they had to change
their strategy. Recognizing a fait accompli, they eventually acquiesced
to prevent adoption of more draconian, less market-based approaches
that would have required congressional approval prior to exporting
nuclear technology. On 7 February 1978, with industry more or less
on board, the administration successfully pushed a measure, S 897,
through the Senate by an 88–3 vote.61 Two days later, the House
version, HR 8638, easily passed by a 411–0 vote. President Carter
signed the bill into law on 10 March 1978 as the Nuclear Non-Pro-
liferation Act (NNPA).62 “Preventing nuclear proliferation will not
be easy—some have called this task impossible,” he said as he signed
the bill. “I believe, however, that halting the spread of nuclear weap-
ons is imperative. We must press forward in our efforts. Fear of fail-
ure cannot be allowed to become a self-fulfilling prophecy.”63

Carter had accomplished the nonproliferation goals established
during the campaign, but he had incurred tremendous political costs
in doing so. According to administration critics, because he did not
adequately consult with Congress and he strong-armed the nuclear
industry, Carter permanently depleted a significant portion of his
political capital during the first year of his presidency. Moreover,
the question remained whether the costs were worth the benefits;
the new statute provided the president with authority to control
nuclear technology transfers, but his decision to apply the statutory
provisions would depend on other geopolitical developments.64

The NNPA promulgated several legal mechanisms designed to
control nuclear exports. The first mechanism refined language con-
tained in cooperative agreements with other nations to insert a clause
limiting nuclear weapons technology exports. Another mechanism
required that existing cooperative agreements be renegotiated to
include the new language. The act also created an export licensure
system and established procedures for controlling the enrichment,
reprocessing, and retransfer activities of countries receiving nuclear
technology assistance from the United States. The express purpose
of these mechanisms was to increase U.S. leverage over “friendly”
nations, especially France, Japan, and West Germany, that had taken
a more permissive view of reprocessing and nuclear technology trans-
fers.65

In cases where exports were allowed, the president could cancel
or modify the terms of the contract if a recipient nation used the
material it acquired to develop nuclear weapons or if it exploded a
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nuclear device during the contract period. The contract also was
revocable if a recipient nation transferred the material to a non-
nuclear nation or if it encouraged weapons production in non-nuclear
nations. The president’s power to act under the terms of the NNPA
was predicated on his authority to protect American security. His
decision could be overruled only by a concurrent resolution passed
by Congress within sixty days of the president’s action.66

In addition to their opposition to tight controls placed on ex-
ports in the NNPA, nuclear industry executives were concerned about
the repercussions for domestic nuclear waste disposal options. They
had always assumed that spent nuclear fuel would be reprocessed
and used several times in the nuclear fuel cycle.67 Without the re-
processing option, the industry was forced to fall back on a number
of traditional, short-term methods of disposal. The methods they
adopted generally were variations on a process known as at-reactor
storage,68 which included storage pool expansion,69 transshipments,70

and dry storage,71 all of which presented significant technical chal-
lenges.

The administration was not oblivious to the problems presented
by the president’s decision to foreclose the reprocessing option. Sev-
eral days after he signed the act into law, President Carter estab-
lished the Interagency Review Group (IRG) to formulate
recommendations on long-term management and disposal of spent
nuclear fuel and high-level radioactive waste without reprocessing.72

In theory, the creation of the IRG was designed to improve the
administration’s decision-making capabilities by expanding the
boundaries of the nuclear issue to factor in problems associated with
waste disposal without a reprocessing component. In the industry’s
opinion, however, the reality was far different. Because the group
was created after passage of the NNPA and because group members
generally supported the president’s policies at the outset, the IRG
became a “rubber-stamping” mechanism for justifying the
administration’s position in lieu of serving as an effective internal
critic of the decision-making process. According to this perspective,
the group’s recommendations predictably supported Carter’s posi-
tion, concluding that “the implementation of the President’s Spent
Fuel Policy should be pursued vigorously and appropriate legislation
be submitted to Congress.”73

President Carter’s problems with the nation’s evolving nonpro-
liferation policy did not end with passage of the NNPA or issuance
of the report containing the IRG’s recommendations. Although he
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attempted to present a united front within his administration and
inside the federal bureaucracy, the assumptions built into the NNPA
always presented problems for the president. Science and technol-
ogy adviser Frank Press, for example, posed a question that the ad-
ministration never adequately addressed. “If reprocessing proceeds
abroad, what utility is there in the U.S. foregoing it?” he wrote in a
March 1977 memorandum, less than a month before the new presi-
dent issued his first formal policy statement on the issue. “Might not
an international reprocessing program, involving U.S. participation,
be better in halting proliferation?”74

A year earlier, the Institute for Energy Analysis, Oak Ridge
Associated Universities, made a similar point in a volume on the
economic and environmental implications of a nuclear moratorium.
“We are unable to determine the effects of a U.S. nuclear morato-
rium on the international proliferation of nuclear weapons,” the re-
port began. “We believe that the effect of a moratorium adopted
only by the U.S. would be marginal and secondary: marginal be-
cause reactors would be available from other countries, secondary
because of the influence of the U.S. on world energy policy (includ-
ing decisions by others to follow suit). It is no longer possible for a
single nation to influence significantly the possibility of prolifera-
tion through a unilateral capacity to supply nuclear power systems.
On the other hand, the extent to which the U.S. influence on world-
wide nuclear policy would be diminished by its withdrawal from
nuclear power development could result in less rigid international
regulation and inspection.”75

Despite these criticisms—and the criticisms initially articulated
by the nuclear industry before the NNPA was enacted—the admin-
istration continued to profess its support for the act. The president
insisted that he intended to apply the NNPA provisions strictly. To
do otherwise, he contended, would be to fall back into the old pat-
terns of thinking that permeated predecessor administrations.76

The first major test of the NNPA occurred in April 1979, when
Pakistan attempted to acquire reprocessing equipment and enrich-
ment technology from other countries. Although Pakistan had not
received a significant number of shipments from American compa-
nies up until that time, the country’s fledgling industry had been
constructed with American cooperation and with Canadian, French,
and Japanese assistance. Thus, the NNPA applied to Pakistan be-
cause the American nuclear industry previously had supplied equip-
ment and technical assistance. Under provisions of the statute,
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President Carter had the authority to intervene and vitiate those
contracts. In addition, he had the option of suspending other forms
of assistance provided by the United States to the Pakistani govern-
ment.77

Although clearly Carter possessed the necessary legal authority
to prevent Pakistan from acquiring reprocessing technology, he pur-
sued a confused, and confusing, course of action for several reasons.
First, American policy toward Pakistan was in a state of transition
in the 1970s. During the Nixon years, the United States had allied
itself strongly with Pakistan as a means of establishing relations with
Mainland China. Because India and Pakistan were bitter rivals, this
perceived American bias toward Pakistan (especially in the 1971
Indo-Pakistani War) exacerbated a growing rift between India and
the United States. Anxious to improve relations with the second
most populous nation on earth, President Carter signaled a policy
shift by visiting India and calling for closer ties between New Delhi
and Washington.78

Also, in a larger sense, the Asian subcontinent always has been
an area of the world that has perplexed American foreign policy
owing to the diverse social, cultural, religious, and political beliefs
prevalent in the region. Because nations such as Pakistan have tra-
ditions that are alien and sometimes hostile to the United States,
American policymakers have been cautious in their dealings with
non-nuclear powers in Asia to prevent them from acquiring the
means to manufacture nuclear weapons. On the other hand, during
the 1970s the same Islamic nations often were important sources of
foreign oil production; moreover, they became important crossroads
for American efforts to contain Soviet aggression. The tension be-
tween the complex policies of the region and the competition be-
tween World War I and World War II geopolitical strategy often
produced a kind of “policy schizophrenia” where decision makers
waffled in their efforts to develop clear, consistent foreign policy.79

Pakistan is a prime example of this policy schizophrenia. In keep-
ing with terms of the act and the new policy of normalizing relations
with India, the Carter administration initially discontinued aid to
the Pakistani government. The following year, in the wake of the
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the administration was forced to
recognize Pakistan’s strategic importance to U.S. interests; conse-
quently, Carter reversed his decision and restored aid. In fact, the
United States was so concerned with Pakistan’s strategic importance
that the administration offered $400 million to General Mohammed
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ul-Haq Zia, the country’s military dictator. For supporters of the
president’s nonproliferation policy, this reversal added insult to in-
jury.80

Following Carter’s decision to set aside the NNPA provisions
for Pakistan, critics denounced the president as weak and vacillat-
ing (a charge that Carter on occasion had leveled at his predeces-
sor). After expending so much political capital to push the NNPA
through Congress, Carter seemed willing to abrogate the strict pro-
visions of the statute at a time when they were most important. In
the administration’s defense, one could argue that the president did
not set aside the NNPA lightly. The United States had to modify its
support for the strict terms of the NNPA when international politi-
cal events and strategic considerations compelled such policy devia-
tions. Strict adherence to the statute with respect to Pakistan would
have jeopardized the administration’s goal of countering Soviet ag-
gression in Europe and Asia.81

The United States did not have many long-standing connec-
tions with the Pakistani nuclear industry, so the administration was
able to set aside the NNPA provisions with few qualms. India, how-
ever, presented a much more complex case. The U.S. nuclear indus-
try assisted the developing Indian nuclear industry as early as the
1950s. Thanks in no small measure to American assistance, India’s
first nuclear power facility, the Tarrapur Atomic Power Station
(TAPS), began operating in 1969. Unfortunately for the United
States, India proved to be a fiercely independent nation when it
came to its atomic energy program. It refused to ratify the original
1968 international NPT and it constantly pushed to develop nuclear
weapons capabilities. India also steadfastly refused to grant access to
IAEA inspectors when they sought to inspect the TAPS facility. Fi-
nally, when India exploded a nuclear device in May 1974, American
policymakers were faced with a dilemma about the future of U.S.-
Indian relations.82

After a series of discussions with representatives of the Indian
government, the United States reached a decision. Administration
officials said they were convinced that the nuclear device was not
built using American technology; as a result, India had not techni-
cally violated any U.S. laws. (The 1978 NNPA was enacted four
years after the 1974 explosion.) Later, when India made three nuclear
materials transfer requests to the United States during the Carter
administration, the House voted to approve the shipments. The first
transfer occurred in July 1978 and was based on the premise that the
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United States would have greater leverage with India if the export
took place.83 In June 1980, the administration agreed to transfer the
final two shipments of thirty-eight metric tons of enriched uranium
to India, despite the country’s continued refusal to renounce future
nuclear weapons tests and its insistence that IAEA inspectors would
not be permitted to inspect its nuclear industrial sites.84 President
Carter signed Executive Order 12218 authorizing the sale on 19
June.85

As was the case with Pakistan and other Asian nations, U.S.
policy toward India was filled with tension and inconsistencies. One
commentator, Stanley Hoffman, has argued in another context that
“the United States exposed itself to dangerous schizophrenia in the
realm of security” as the administration struggled with its desire to
support the strict terms of statutory requirements in the face of other
geopolitical considerations.86 Schizophrenia or no schizophrenia, the
U.S. Senate voted by a margin of 2-to-1 to support President Carter’s
decision to ship the uranium. Although the House of Representa-
tives later rejected the proposal, the shipment was carried out as
planned because the law required only Senate approval.87

Critics often speculated over the reasons for the administration’s
decision to back away from applying the NNPA provisions to India
in 1978 and 1980—even though it was a clear example of a nation
that sought to intensify the arms race on the Asian subcontinent if
ever there was one. President Carter always insisted that his para-
mount consideration was to bring India back into the international
community of nations friendly to the United States.88 In response,
critics argued that the president was too lenient with India. At least
with the previous policy deviation, General Zia provided Washing-
ton with assurances that Pakistan would not develop or transfer
nuclear weapons and weapons technology, however empty such prom-
ises may have been in the long run. India provided no such assur-
ances, yet the administration approved the sale of uranium
nonetheless.89

For his part, President Carter explained that, despite misgiv-
ings, he believed relations with India were too important to jeopar-
dize over the sale of a comparatively small quantity of uranium. In a
message to Congress that accompanied the Executive Order 12218,
Carter noted that “India’s failure to accept international safeguards
on all its peaceful nuclear activities and its failure to commit itself
not to conduct further nuclear explosions are of serious concern to
me. These exports will help us maintain a dialogue with India in
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which we try to narrow our differences on these issues.” In short, he
realized that this exception to the NNPA was not risk-free, but he
believed that the potential benefits of maintaining good relations
with India far outweighed the risks. “Approval of these exports will
help strengthen ties with a key South Asian democracy at a time
when it is particularly important for us to do so. Insecurity in South
and Southwest Asia has been greatly heightened by the crisis in Iran
and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan,” he concluded. “We must
do all we reasonably can to promote stability in the area and to bol-
ster our relations with states there, particularly those that can play a
role in checking Soviet expansion.”90

Conclusion

Prior to 1977, when Jimmy Carter entered the presidency, Ameri-
can nuclear nonproliferation policy generally was developed as a
peripheral component of the nation’s foreign policy. In the past,
decision makers focused more attention on the Cold War and efforts
to check Soviet aggression throughout the world. After India ex-
ploded a nuclear device in 1974, nonproliferation issues became far
more salient, although the Nixon and Ford administrations contin-
ued to advocate international solutions to nonproliferation issues.
The Carter administration changed the previous administration’s
policies by supporting measures, such as the 1978 NNPA, aimed at
aggressively curtailing nuclear weapons proliferation absent inter-
national controls. Plans to export nuclear technology and reprocess
spent nuclear fuel also were altered to limit the amount of material
and equipment that might be used by non-nuclear nations intent on
entering the “nuclear club.”91 Nonetheless, as had been the case in
prior administrations, the Carter administration continued to do
business with nations that contravened the strict terms of the NNPA
when geopolitical considerations necessitated such exceptions.

Unfortunately for Carter, his new nonproliferation policy failed
to achieve its objective of halting or severely curtailing the global
spread of nuclear weapons.92 At the time the nuclear industry first
developed in the 1940s and 1950s, it may have been possible for the
United States to control weapons proliferation by tightly control-
ling technology exports. By the 1970s, this was no longer the case.
As more European nations began to develop and export nuclear tech-
nology, they were able to supply material and equipment to develop-



J. MICHAEL MARTINEZ 279

ing nations to such an extent that the absence of the United States
from the global nuclear marketplace presented, at best, an inconve-
nience. In a worst-case scenario, the unwillingness of the United
States to participate in an international consortium ironically may
have exacerbated weapons proliferation. By leaving the field to Eu-
ropean nations that expressed little or no compunction in exporting
nuclear technology, the United States may have lost what marginal
leverage it had to influence the debate. Moreover, because the U.S.
nuclear industry could no longer participate as freely in international
markets, it lost significant revenue sources. Without a reprocessing
option, the domestic nuclear industry also was forced to develop
short-term methods for disposing of spent nuclear fuel and high-level
radioactive waste while waiting for a geologic repository to be con-
structed. Although the absence of a reprocessing option did not cre-
ate a domestic nuclear waste disposal crisis, it did worsen an already
difficult waste management problem.93

Many specific provisions of U.S. nonproliferation policy devel-
oped in 1977–81 were reversed by the Reagan administration and
obviated by the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold
War. Nonetheless, the Carter administration’s focus on nonprolif-
eration propelled the issue to the forefront of American foreign policy
during the 1970s.94 By highlighting nonproliferation, Carter suc-
ceeded in elevating the importance of the issue on the world stage
for the remainder of the twentieth century. Despite modest success
in increasing the salience of the issue, however, the administration
ultimately was unable to curtail weapons production because of sev-
eral factors that were largely beyond U.S. control.

Even if the United States had been the sole supplier and had
successfully placed conditions on nuclear technology exports, it would
have been extremely difficult, in most cases, to enforce the controls
without conducting extensive monitoring and testing. Absent an
international consortium to perform the monitoring and testing, the
United States probably would have been unwilling to undertake such
an extensive project alone. Moreover, even if other nations had not
supplied the non-nuclear nations with technology and assistance, it
is highly probable that a number of developing countries would have
developed the technology on their own. Except for Pakistan, coun-
tries such as India, Brazil, and South Africa were sufficiently well
developed and sophisticated that they probably could have acquired
the means to produce nuclear weapons without foreign assistance.
Finally, because geopolitical realities and security considerations re-
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peatedly necessitated deviations from the strict terms of the NNPA,
the Carter administration’s selective application of the statutory pro-
visions left U.S. policy vulnerable to charges of favoritism and ineq-
uity.

American nuclear nonproliferation policy remains an ambigu-
ous area of foreign policy, filled with tensions and inconsistencies.
This is hardly surprising. In the international arena, the United States
has always had a difficult time reconciling its desire to influence
global events and police rogue nuclear proliferants with the realities
of the intractable problems that result from the internal politics and
struggles of other countries. The record of the Carter administration
was no worse in influencing nonproliferation than many other ad-
ministrations before and since its time. In fact, as Douglas Brinkley
and others have argued, perhaps the Carter presidency was not as
inept in handling these issues as critics once charged. It may be that
in years to come, Carter’s “resurgent Wilsonianism”—as Tony Smith
called it—will be vindicated by events of the twenty-first century.
By pushing nonproliferation to the forefront of the American for-
eign policy agenda even before the Cold War had ended, Carter
forced U.S. policymakers to struggle with the perplexing problem of
nuclear weapons proliferation—a problem that persists, and will
continue persist, into the foreseeable future.95
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