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ABSTRACT

The 1975 nuclear cooperation agreement between Brazil and West Germany had a considerable impact on

the mid-Cold War nuclear non-proliferation regime. This article analyses Bonn’s interests in that agreement,

as well as the negotiation process leading to it and third-party pressures on both countries. It also covers

the follow-up negotiations with Urenco partners for a safeguards agreement. Based on extensive archival

research and secondary literature, the author delineates three main West German interests in concluding

the ‘Brazilian Atomic-Deal’: (1) strengthening the ruling socio-liberal coalition; (2) boosting the West German

nuclear industry; and (3) making viable the jet-nozzle technology.

KEYWORDS: 1975 nuclear agreement between Brazil and West Germany Helmut Schmidt German foreign policy

nuclear cooperation nuclear non-proliferation nuclear cooperation Brazilian foreign policy jet-nozzle

Introduction

On 27 June 1975, the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG, or West Germany) and Brazil signed what was

called the ‘deal of the century’.  It was a controversial cooperation agreement to build eight nuclear power

plants over 15 years with an experimental technology, the jet-nozzle. It also foresaw the transfer of the full

uranium cycle technology to Brazil, the training of personnel, and the construction of enrichment facilities.

This was the ‘largest single export in German history’, amounting to around DM 12 billion (about EUR 6

billion) in the long run.  The transfer of technology raised concerns over both Brazil and West Germany’s

‘real’ intentions. Most Western specialists regarded Brasilia as an unreliable partner, which ‘has never soft-

pedalled its claim of great power status’.  The New York Times, for example, called it a ‘nuclear madness’.

The Nuclear Agreement between West Germany and Brazil is a well-studied topic in Brazilian nuclear

policy.  In comparison, little research has been conducted on understanding this agreement from the West

German perspective. The A-Deal is overlooked by most studies on Helmut Schmidt’s foreign policy, which

tend to focus on the US-West German quarrel over the neutron bomb, the 1979 NATO (North Atlantic Treaty

Organization) dual-track decision, and the growing anti-nuclear sentiments among the West German

population.  Within German literature, most references to the Brazilian Deal situate it within US-West

German relations and focus on Carter’s pressure on Bonn to dismiss the agreement.

William Gray, Fabian Hilfrich, and Dennis Romberg conducted three extensive studies on the US-West

German quarrel over that agreement.  These studies shed light on the Carter administration’s efforts to

dismiss the Brazilian Deal, as well as on the different approaches to non-proliferation among Bonn and its

closest allies – including France and Canada. Gray also depicts the internal divergence of opinion between

economy-related bureaucracies, mainly the Ministry of Economy and Energy (BMWi) and the Ministry of

Research and Technology (BMFT), both of which supported a more substantial transfer of technology to

Brazil, and the Foreign Office (Auswärtiges Amt, AA), which favoured more restrictions due to proliferation

concerns.

This article builds on those previous studies to further the understanding of the West German position on

the 1975 nuclear agreement between itself and Brazil. Using material from Brazilian and German archives,

as well as online sources from Dutch and American sources, it portrays the interplay of commercial and

domestic-political interests that drove West German policy forwards in the face of international pressure.

Unlike previous studies, I argue that West German interests in the Brazilian deal were mostly domestically

driven. I delineate three main interests in concluding the Brazilian A-Deal: (1) strengthening the ruling socio-

liberal coalition after Willy Brandt’s resignation; (2) increasing the West German share of the global nuclear

market; and (3) making viable the jet-nozzle process for enriching uranium.

This article is divided into three parts. First, I address the background to West German nuclear and foreign

policy under the Schmidt administration and the foundations of the Social Democrats’ atomic policy. I also

highlight the main goals sought via international cooperation in the nuclear field and the guidelines for

Schmidt’s version of the Ostpolitik (‘East Policy’). Second, I address cooperation with Brazil and how the

partnership developed over time. Here, I tackle the evolution of nuclear relations with Brazil and West

German underlying interests in this partnership. Third, I analyse the negotiation process leading to the A-

Deal. I also address the early repercussions and consequences of the deal, particularly the follow-up

negotiations to supply Brazil with enriched uranium by Urenco – a tri-national consortium between West

Germany, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom – until the jet-nozzle reactors were functional.

West German nuclear policy under Helmut Schmidt

The origins of the Social Democrats’ nuclear policy

Nuclear technology was held in high esteem by the West German Social Democrats, even while in

opposition. In 1955, party leader Erich Ollenhauer declared Chancellor Konrad Adenauer’s rearmament

policy ‘suicidal’, but expressed support for the acquisition of full, peaceful nuclear energy.  For the Social

Democratic Party of Germany (SPD), atomic energy should be a tool to ensure greater social cohesion and

inclusiveness. That perspective was maintained when they first entered government as a minor partner in

the first grand coalition with the Christian Democratic Union (CDU/CSU) under Chancellor Kurt Kiesinger.

Kiesinger and his foreign minister, as well as successor as chancellor, Willy Brandt, turned West Germany

into an active promoter of nuclear non-proliferation. Instead of keeping the door open to enable a nuclear

deterrent, they discussed the adherence to the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) as a means to ‘boost’ the

West German atomic industry ‘through international partnerships’.  Even if not fully known to Brandt, West

German participation in the NPT was critical for its success. This treaty was partially conceived by a US-

Soviet consensus on the need to dissuade the FRG from going nuclear. The Soviets feared that a nuclear-

weapons FRG could ‘imperil Moscow’s control of Eastern Europe’, whereas Washington foresaw an upset to

the ‘balance of power in Europe’ and a menace to the foundations of NATO, should Bonn go nuclear.  Bonn

was, therefore, at the core of the non-proliferation debate in the late 1960s–early 1970s. It was, however,

more interested in ensuring its share of the nuclear market.

The FRG’s official position was to defend both a degree of autonomy granted by the European Atomic

Energy Community (Euratom) inspections, where West Germany held ‘strong influence’, and to push for full

inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in ‘all energy-related facilities’ in both nuclear-

weapon and non-nuclear-weapon states.  Also relevant was to keep as much room as possible for the

development of the West German nuclear industry, including ‘multiple-use technology and plutonium’.

This particular point would be at the core of the quarrel between Carter and Schmidt over the Brazilian

Deal.

As foreign minister, Brandt sponsored a contentious foreign policy aiming at achieving freedom of action

from the Western Bloc and détente with the Communist Bloc.  This approach entailed a rapprochement

with non-nuclear-weapon-states as a means to ensure the independence and competitiveness of the West

German nuclear industry. Freedom of manoeuvre would also come from defence-related atomic research.

According to the government’s interpretation, this research was allowed by the West German Law on the

Peaceful Uses of Nuclear Energy and the NPT, both of which did not ‘prohibit research for military use in

general, as long as no nuclear warheads are built’.

During the 1967 negotiations over the NPT, Foreign Minister Brandt attempted to take a leading position

amid non-nuclear-weapons nations. The FRG joined with Brazil, India, and Japan in criticising the

discriminatory nature of the treaty and in advocating for further concessions from nuclear-weapon states

(NWS). Those demands ‘earned [West] Germany the reputation of being a “gang-leader” in the eyes of the

Americans’, even though Bonn’s leadership was contested within this group.  Regional and domestic

reasons were used to justify the non-signature of the NPT, such as the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in

1968 and the opposition of CSU leader Franz Josef Strauss – to the point of threatening to break up the

CDU/CSU alliance in case of signature.

The social-liberal nuclear policy (1969–82)

As chancellor, Brandt reframed Kiesinger’s nuclear policy guidelines under the auspices of the new Ostpolitik

– implemented together with his foreign minister, and future federal president, Walter Schell. Ostpolitik

aimed at ‘change through rapprochement’ (Wandel durch Annäherung).  This would mean creating

‘conditions for approximation’ with communist countries, mainly the German Democratic Republic (DDR)

and the Soviet Union.  In 1969, despite the effects of the invasion of Czechoslovakia and the stiff

opposition – led by the CDU/CSU – witnessed in the Bundestag, Brandt signed the NPT. It was ratified in

1975. The adhesion to the NPT was a crucial part of Ostpolitik, and would mean burying the debate on the

‘enemy clauses’ – Articles 53 and 107 of the United Nations Charter.

Also noteworthy was the role of a part of the nuclear industry in lobbying for adhesion to the NPT. A 1969

article in Atomwirtschaft, a magazine connected with atomic-energy companies, announced that postponing

the signature of the NPT would ‘endanger the competitiveness of West German industry a great deal more

than signing it would’.  This was because of possible controls on importing nuclear-related materials and

technology, as well as further obstacles to cooperation agreements. These concerns from the atomic

industry were felt by both the SPD, and, even more, by its coalition partner, the Free-Democrats (FDP).  In

that regard, Brandt sought to unify his foreign and economic policies, as illustrated by his personal

involvement in pursuing new markets for the West German nuclear industry. In 1973, Brandt personally

lobbied, for example, Yugoslavia’s leader, Marshall Tito, on behalf of the Kraftwerkunion’s (KWU’s) bid to

build a nuclear reactor in Slovenia.

In 1970, West Germany, the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands established the

uranium enrichment consortium the Urenco Group. The consortium was a way to bypass the limitations

imposed by the 1954 Paris Accords and for Bonn to acquire uranium for its light-water reactors.  The Paris

Accords granted the FRG full sovereignty and enabled its admission to NATO, but they also forbade Bonn

from enriching uranium or producing plutonium in its territory, as part of the effort to counter possible

proliferation ambitions.  The trilateral cooperation with the United Kingdom and the Netherlands was,

therefore, crucial for the sustainability of the West German nuclear industry.

Urenco was extremely important in the 1975 A-Deal for two reasons: (1) its gas-centrifuge uranium

enrichment technology was the first choice for the Brazilians and West Germans, but its export was vetoed

by the Dutch and British; and (2) Urenco was the temporary supplier of enriched uranium to Brazil until the

country’s own enrichment facilities became functional.

In 1974, Brandt renounced his position as chancellor after one of his closest advisors, Günter Guillaume,

was exposed as an East German spy. Brandt was followed by Finance Helmut Minister Schmidt, who was in

office until 1982 and under whom the nuclear agreement with Brazil was signed. Schmidt would continue

Brandt’s Ostpolitik, but with ‘some footnotes’.  The new chancellor sought more flexible relations with the

United States and France within NATO, to enable the FRG to assume a moderator role between both

superpowers.  On the one hand, this flexibility was facilitated by his good personal relations with US

President Gerald Ford and French President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing. On the other, it was harmed by the

tensions between Schmidt and Carter.

Schmidt’s foreign policy combined Ostpolitik with an emphasis on dialogue between the Global North and

South. This last issue was closely related to the global economic crisis, the crisis in the exports of primary

materials, and the 1974 oil shock.  For the Social-Liberal coalition, atomic energy was a symbol of status –

one which would put West Germany on equal standing with its international partners in the Western

world.  But it was also a possible solution to the energy crisis following the oil shock.  The pursuit of

energy self-sufficiency was at the core of many European countries’ energy policies in the mid- to late-

1970s, including West Germany.  Self-sufficiency meant that the West German ‘primary energy policy

objective must be to reduce our dependence on the OPEC countries, especially in the case of mineral oil,

given the associated risks’, as highlighted by the then economy minister, Dr Hans Friedrichs of the FDP.

Nuclear fission provided a non-intermittent, reliable, and non-polluting source of energy.  It was also a

growing market with considerable future potential. West Germany was, furthermore, already a member of

the London Group, an international arrangement responsible for drafting the guidelines on nuclear exports.

Analysts in Bonn drew parallels between the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and

the London Group – which was expected to gain more significance in the upcoming years.  The London

Group, or the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), was an initiative to ‘coordinate the export policy guidelines

and regulation of major states’ in the nuclear sector, including non-NPT signatories, like France.

The NSG was born as a reaction to the 1974 ‘peaceful’ Indian nuclear test, which had exposed the limits of

existing safeguards protocol. The nuclear devices exploded in the Pokhran-I test were built with plutonium

diverted from the CIRUS reactor, supplied by Canada, and with heavy water provided by the United States,

leading US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and President Ford to reassess Washington’s non-proliferation

policy. The answer was assembling the major nuclear exports in a small-number format, aimed at

countering future proliferation. Targeted were ‘deals promoting exports of sensitive technology, such as the

controversial Brazil-West German agreement’.

More than an alternative to oil, however, Bonn pushed for a total re-think of the role of nuclear technology

in West Germany. Atomic energy was integrated into the overall economic plan of the Schmidt

administration.  He declared that nuclear energy remained a ‘vital’ source and ‘should not be renounced’.

And Minister of Research and Technology Hans Matthoeffer classified nuclear research as a top priority, as

he increased its budget.  A larger scale was, however, needed to maintain the competitiveness of the West

German nuclear industry. Expanding the sector to new markets was, therefore, a matter of survival.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the global market for nuclear reactors was relatively small, since the Eastern Block

was out of reach and most Western industrialised countries already had their own atomic industries.  The

most crucial cases left were Brazil, Iran, and South Africa. From those, Brazil was the most viable possibility,

due to its historical and economic ties with West Germany, as well as given its growing global political

significance worldwide. Bonn-Brasilia likemindedness in nuclear affairs was already cemented over the NPT

negotiations, as outlined earlier. Proximity with Brazil could lead, furthermore, to deepening relations with

‘Third World’ countries, because of Brasilia’s ‘leadership position in the G-77ʹ.

Partnering with Brazil was not unanimously approved of within Schmidt’s coalition. He was accused of

resuming Adenauer’s ambiguous atomic policy.  These criticisms arose again in 1989, following the official

uncovering of Brazil’s parallel nuclear programme.  Critics argued that Brazil bypassed its international

obligations so as to develop a nuclear weapons-related programme and therefore mismanaged West

German technology, even though the civilian programme was separated from the parallel military one in

terms of institutional structure and budget.

West German interests in the Brazilian deal

Brazil and Germany have a long history of cooperation and intensive trade relations. Those relations also

had implications for nuclear cooperation. In 1954, Admiral Álvaro Alberto, the head of the Brazilian National

Research Council (CNPq), went to West Germany to negotiate the acquisition of nuclear research reactors

capable of producing UF6. In the same year, those reactors were shipped from Göttingen to Rio de Janeiro

in secrecy by a group of scientists responsible for resuming the West German atomic research programme,

namely Paul Harteck (University of Hamburg), Wilhelm Groth (University of Bonn), and Konrad Beyerle (Max

Planck Institute at Göttingen). The centrifuges arrived in Brazil in 1956, after being found and retained by

the American customs authority.

In 1974, Bonn promptly showed interest in cooperating with Brazil, after President Geisel announced the

intention to expand the country’s nuclear programme. Brazil fitted with Schmidt’s reading of Ostpolitik: it

was the biggest economy in Latin America, an active player in the Global South, South America’s largest

country, and a thriving emerging market with ‘a predictable growth of at least 7% a year until 1990ʹ.  Brazil

was, furthermore, an already known partner within the West German scientific community because of the

previous contacts established in the 1950s, as well as a former political ally in its criticism of the NPT.

The FRG had three main interests in signing the A-Deal with Brazil: (1) strengthening the ruling socio-liberal

coalition after Brandt’s resignation; (2) increasing the West German share of the global nuclear market; and

(3) making viable the jet-nozzle process for enriching uranium. The first two interests were strictly

connected, as the West German nuclear industry was a relevant supporter of the Social-Liberal coalition.

The third interest, however, was developed gradually due to the impossibility of transferring Urenco’s gas

centrifuges to Brazil.

Strengthening the SPD-FDP coalition in government was a significant concern for Schmidt in his first years

of government. Schmidt took office after the ‘Guillaume Affair’ terminated Brandt’s chancellorship and amid

increased opposition from the Christian Democrats in the Bundestag.  Not only was the capacity of the

SPD to lead called into question, but the possible consequences of the party’s foreign policy guidelines were

also brought to the fore too. Schmidt maintained Brandt as the secretary-general of the SPD to show

continuity with his predecessor, and as a way to ensure partisan support. Unlike Brandt, most in the SPD

considered Schmidt ‘the outsider from Hamburg – respected, but not loved’.

Schmidt’s approach to ensuring public support in his first years of office was to overcome the economic

crisis that had harmed West Germany. For that, Schmidt ‘brought with him the export-oriented outlook

characteristic of his home base in Hamburg’ as a means to harvest a positive agenda for the government.

His main priority was to regain economic strength and tackle unemployment – to be achieved as quickly as

possible, as the CDU’s numbers in the polls were rising.  Discontent with the government was growing,

particularly among unions, which were the traditional basis of the SPD.  As part of a broader export-

oriented economic programme, the Brazilian Deal would ensure a sustainable rise in West German

employment rates over the following 15 years, as well as conquer a restricted and competitive market. The

government expected more than 100,000 new hirings over those 15 years.  The Brazilian Deal was,

therefore, a ‘realist’ policy, one which focused on economic results in its relations with the Third World.

The second interest behind the A-Deal was pushing the international competitiveness of the West German

nuclear industry, whose support for the ruling SPD-FDP coalition was forged during the negotiations over

adhering to the NPT. The Brazilian agreement was an essential step in the global expansion of the West

German nuclear industry to promising new markets.  This expansion would place West Germany, already a

‘great economic power’, on equal footing with other countries like France and the United States, which were

already negotiating with countries like Argentina and Pakistan. In that regard, strengthening the German

nuclear industry would strengthen Bonn’s political power.  As stated in a 1983 report by the US Central

Intelligence Agency (CIA), Bonn was deeply concerned about maintaining ‘its reputation as a high-quality

supplier of nuclear technology and equipment’.

The most critical player in that regard was the KWU, a joint venture between West German firms Siemens

and AEG, in charge of implementing the agreement with Brazil. The KWU hoped to ‘establish its footing in

the lucrative international market for reactors – a trade hitherto dominated by US giants General Electric

and Westinghouse’.  Over the 15 years of partnership, the agreement was expected to double West

German participation in the international nuclear market in terms of constructed power plants. This

expansion would place the FRG as an equal competitor with more established suppliers, like France. The

industry would also have access to an additional source of uranium. This was relevant for ensuring the

country’s energy supply in the face of a foreseeable ‘shortage of natural uranium’ due to the possible

establishment of ‘an international cartel’ inspired by OPEC.  In that regard, the ghost of the 1974 oil shock

was also behind the need to guarantee a reliable and competitive domestic nuclear industry.

Brazil was also crucial in the broad West German strategy to expand its atomic industry to other potential

markets. The A-Deal was not only the most significant export treaty ever negotiated by Bonn, but – to the

West German mind – it was also a ‘model’ for future cooperation ‘between industrial’ and developing

states.  In parallel to the negotiations with Brazil, the FRG started talks over a similar deal with Iran – which

was aiming at diversifying its energy mix. Like Brazil, Iran was a traditional partner of Germany. Germany

had been ‘the founder of Persian industry’ by providing industrial cooperation and personnel training in the

1920s.  Iran also played a significant role in Intra-German relations. While Iraq was the primary partner of

East Germany in the Middle East, with preferential agreements to export oil and import military vehicles and

small arms, Iran kept close connections with the FRG, via similar trade agreements.  It was, therefore, a

natural partner to receive West German cooperation, following Brazil.

The agreements with both Brazil and Iran were closely intertwined in the West German negotiation process

in 1975.  In a manuscript, Dr Schmitz-Wenzel, one of the negotiators involved in both agreements, stated

that restrictions to the contracts with Brazil and Iran would violate the spirit of the NPT – even vis-à-vis the

global fear of further proliferation following the Indian nuclear test in 1974.  Some in the SPD, such as its

deputy Gerhard Flämig, regarded the A-Deal with Brazil as the manifestation of a right established by the

NPT. If signing the deal was not possible, adhering to the NPT would have made no sense.  Schmitz-Wenzel

announced that even though Brazil was a ‘leader of the North-South Conflict’, it was a more stable country

than Iran. Brazil also had larger reserves of uranium. ‘[G]ain[ing] access to Brazilian uranium deposits’ was

central to sustaining the West German nuclear industry domestically and to expanding it overseas,

notwithstanding the ‘considerable speculation about the [real] size of Brazil’s uranium reserves’.  Besides

that, Brazil also had ‘large deposits of thorium’, a possible future source of nuclear energy.

The third interest was making the jet-nozzle technology viable. This interest was not one of the initial

motivations behind the Brazilian Deal. Since the beginning of the negotiations, Brasilia preferred the gas-

centrifuge enrichment technique – a technology perfected by Urenco. For West Germany, however, selling

gas-centrifuge reactors was a thorny issue for two reasons. The first was with regard to nuclear

proliferation. For Peter Hermes, the leader of the West German negotiation team and head of the trade

division of the federal Foreign Office, it would be dangerous for European firms to sell gas centrifuges that

could produce weapons-grade uranium.  Second, the export of Urenco’s technology to Brazil was vetoed

by the Dutch and the British. The only alternative left was the jet-nozzle.

Even though it was not Brazil’s first choice, the jet-nozzle would provide the country with a reliable supply of

fuel for its power plants – after US export restrictions made the import of enriched uranium unviable.  The

jet-nozzle technology was developed by Dr E. Becker at the Kernforschungszentrum Karlsruhe. Through the

jet-nozzle, ‘extremely centrifugal forces in a curved flow of UF6 diluted by a light gas’ produce U235, which

fuels nuclear reactors.  The technology was promising, but it needed scale to become commercial, and it

could not be implemented in West Germany, since the 1954 Paris Agreement forbade Bonn from enriching

uranium in its territory.

The first attempt to scale up the jet-nozzle technology was with South Africa, through informal negotiations

between the Minister of Education and Science under Brandt, Hans Leussing, and the South African

ambassador in Bonn, Donald Sole, in 1969. In 1973, the transfer of technology from Karlsruhe to the secret

enrichment facility in Pelindaba was agreed under the framework of a ‘comparative study’. The enrichment

technology was licensed to South Africa in 1974, and it was kept even after the West German company

Steinkohlen-Elektrizität AG (STEAG) withdrew its financial participation in Pelindaba’s enrichment plant in

March 1976.

West German officials claimed the uranium produced through the jet-nozzle process was not suitable for

building bombs because the concentration of U235 in the final product was below 40%.  For Hermes, the

‘very inefficiency’ of the jet-nozzle process, which required vast amounts of energy to even function, ‘meant

that it would be difficult for the Brazilians to abuse the technique for military purposes’.  According to

Article 3 of the 1975 nuclear deal, the equipment installed in the Angra 2 power plant would only enable

levels of U235 between 1.9% and 3.2%.  Unlike with South Africa, however, the A-Deal with Brazil would be

entirely legal under international law and safeguarded by the IAEA.

The way through the deal: negotiations and external pressures

The first round of negotiations (1974–76)

The negotiation process surrounding the 1975 nuclear agreement was not straightforward. On the Brazilian

side, the deal was strongly influenced by the difficulties in importing enriched uranium from the United

States, still under the Ford administration. For Brazil, the most critical element of the agreement was

ensuring the full transfer of technology and know-how to enrich uranium, as a way to ensure long-term

energy security.  This transfer of technology was a central advantage of the West German proposal vis-à-

vis that of competitors like those from France and the United States.

The first round of negotiations was conducted trilaterally between Brazil, the FRG, and France. West

Germany was invited to participate after bilateral talks between Paris and Brasilia failed to bear fruit, due to

a lack of a ‘clear answer by the French’ and due to limitations faced by France on cooperation involving gas

centrifuges.  Bonn and Paris offered Brazil the immediate transfer of enriched uranium, which could also

supply the Angra 1 power plant (built by Westinghouse), the transfer of a pilot reactor, and the training of

Brazilian personnel in France and West Germany to ensure the complete transmission of know-how to

Brazil over ten years’.

Bilateral negotiations between Brasilia and Bonn were, nonetheless, already underway. These negotiations

were grounded in previous cooperation with Brazil in the late 1960s, when the FRG’s offer was rejected by

President Emílio Garrastazu Médici – who chose a more lucrative agreement with Westinghouse.  Unlike

previously, however, the 1975 agreement included the full transfer of the experimental jet-nozzle

technology to Brazil. It also included building light-water reactors in all eight power plants. West Germany

would, furthermore, ‘gain access to Brazilian uranium deposits’, ensuring the supply for its power plants.

The agreement would be implemented by five binational companies and led to the creation of Nuclebras, a

state-owned enterprise founded to manage the nuclear programme.

International and domestic criticism of the Brazilian Deal during this initial round of negotiations was mild.

In the United States, Democratic senator John Pastore harshly criticised the negotiations between Brasilia

and Bonn by calling them ‘a mockery of the Monroe Doctrine’, whereas the Washington Post labelled them

‘reckless’ in June 1975.  These criticisms were, however, overlooked by Henry Kissinger, whose

international strategy of balancing required strengthening regional poles of power. The success of such a

strategy took precedence over proliferation concerns. This was particularly true in the case of Brazil and

West Germany, two allied countries chosen as primary partners in their respective regions.

Kissinger feared that if the agreement turned unviable, ‘Paris would step in’.  As an antagonist to the NPT,

France had fewer instititutional commitments to non-proliferation than West Germany. Paris was,

furthermore, already pursuing dubious negotiations to export reprocessing technology to Pakistan and

South Korea, casting a shadow over its non-proliferation commitments.  Kissinger also feared that frictions

with Brazil could move it away from the Western sphere of influence. As highlighted by the senior

Department of Defence attaché in France, Lieutenant-General Vernon Walters: ‘If Brazil were to be lost, it

would not be another Cuba. It would be another China.’  Kissinger’s strategy focused, therefore, on

shielding Brazil from pressure on the deal.  The UK government, conversely, expressed its grave concerns

over the Brazilian deal. London ‘lodged a “fairly strong” diplomatic protest when Bonn requested the export

of enrichment technology to Brazil through Urenco’. A British diplomat accused Bonn of acting in a ‘fairly

irresponsible way’ in negotiating with Brazil.

Inside West Germany, discussions in the Bundestag focused on two issues: (1) the extent of the technology

transferred to Brazil (i.e. whether the KWU should sell reprocessing facilities); or (2) whether Bonn should

export nuclear technology to Brazil at all. The first issue was raised by the CDU/CSU opposition based on the

obligations of the NPT.  Schmitz-Wenzel answered in a telegram that ‘this was not a problem’ because

Brazil ‘accepts all safeguards’.  The second issue was raised by the ‘anti-nuclear wing’ in the SPD. This was a

direct consequence of the anti-nuclear protests against the construction of a power plant in the city of Wyhl,

in the German federal state of Baden-Wüttenberg.  Historian Jan-Henrik Meyer considers those protests

‘the birthplace of the West German anti-nuclear movement’.  These concerns were, however, belittled by

the supporters of the agreement. Gray highlights that incidents such as the protests in Wyhl ‘reinforced the

determination of government and industry to proceed with their ambitious programme of nuclear exports:

civil society was less likely to prove an obstacle in, say, Spain or Iran’.

Follow-up negotiations (1975–78): the Dutch, Urenco, and plutonium

Brazil’s first choice was to receive Urenco’s enrichment technology. This was, however, vetoed by Britain and

– most importantly – the Netherlands, ‘under the inspiration of the United States’.  In a handwritten note,

Schmitz-Wenzel stated that any restrictions imposed on the agreements with Brazil and Iran would ‘violate

the spirit of the NPT’ – even after the 1974 Indian nuclear test. Schmitz-Wenzel declared Brazil a stable

country, despite being a ‘leader of the North-South Conflict’.

After the 1975 agreement was signed, Urenco would again play a significant role in the follow-up

negotiations over making it viable. The A-Deal included an initial export of enriched uranium by Urenco,

while the jet-nozzle technology was still in the process of being developed. For Brazil, this point was vital to

ensure a reliable supply of fuel – in case the jet-nozzle technology proved not as efficient as promised. For

West Germany, ensuring this initial supply was tricky. According to the Urenco Treaty, enrichment was made

in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands while gas centrifuges were assembled in West Germany.  All

transfer of nuclear materials would have to be agreed with all three countries, reducing the competitiveness

of the West German atomic industry.

The FRG conducted talks with Urenco partners bilaterally. Talks with the United Kingdom were relatively

easy, notably after Brazil agreed to sign a full safeguards treaty with the IAEA. By this time, the United

Kingdom advocated a position similar to that of France and West Germany concerning the supplier’s right to

export the full cycle of nuclear technology, as long as it were adequately safeguarded.  The Dutch

government, on the other hand, initially refused to authorise uranium exports to Brazil, unless it adhered to

the NPT. The Dutch argued that, even with full safeguards, Brazil could employ reprocessing facilities to

build a ‘crude explosive device’.  Even though Bonn ensured that the A-Deal followed all the guidelines of

the Nuclear Suppliers Group, the Netherlands kept up its denial – based on the Indian experience in 1974.

The Dutch position was also justified by fears that an agreement between Urenco and Brazil could delay, or

even prevent, the construction of an enrichment facility in Almelo, in the northeast Netherlands. Almelo’s

project was agreed via a 1970 trilateral treaty between the FRG, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands.

In a first contracting bid, no private firm showed up – generating ‘serious political problems’ and raising

‘considerable doubt concerning the economic viability of the project’.  This facility functioned with gas

centrifuges that needed fuel from the United States to operate. Washington’s rejection of the FRG-Brazil A-

Deal was well known, and the Dutch feared cross-retaliation. The Netherlands, therefore, proposed to

postpone the export authorisation to Brazil until after the Almelo facility had been built, leading to protests

by Brasilia.

Another concern raised by the Dutch and the British was the construction of a plutonium storage facility, in

order to avoid that raw material being diverted to nuclear explosives, as happened in India. According to

‘Article XII A 5ʹ of the IAEA Statute, the disposal of plutonium had to be managed under an international

regime that was as yet non-existent.  Without that regime, any foreign control arrangement would be

understood by Brazil as intrusive due to ‘the principle of extraterritoriality’.  Extraterritoriality meant that

Brazil feared that, under such agreement, a plutonium disposal facility would not be entirely subject to

Brazilian law and political control – an unacceptable solution. According to the Brazilian foreign minister,

Azeredo da Silveira, Brazil should reject any ‘legal solution’ that left Brazil in an inferior ‘political and legal

status’ position when compared to other non-nuclear-weapons countries with peaceful atomic

capabilities.

The agreed solution to plutonium management was establishing an ad-hoc regime to control an operational

plutonium storage facility in Brazil. In 1978, all three governments agreed that plutonium should be stored

in Brazil under the supervision of West Germany, according to the guidelines of the 1970 Urenco treaty.

IAEA safeguards would follow the instructions of the agreement concluded between the agency, Brazil, and

West Germany on 26 February 1976. The Netherlands and the United Kingdom would have access to the

facilities upon request, and further changes in the agreement would have to have the consent of all three

parts (Brazil, the FRG, and the IAEA).

Furthermore, Brazil committed only to export – or re-export – reprocessed material with the consent of

West Germany and upon notification of the IAEA, expanding, therefore, the terms of the 1976 safeguards

agreement. West Germany, on its side, committed to notifying the Netherlands of all movements that

involved related materials.  This concession was the FRG’s lastest strategy to keep Brazil to the 1975

nuclear deal. According to Chancellor Schmidt: ‘The Netherlands should agree with the arrangement agreed

in July; otherwise there is a risk that Brazil will turn to another partner (e.g. the USA or France) after the end

of the commitment period (31 March 1978).’

Third-party pressures

Another obstacle critical for implementing the 1975 A-Deal was pressure from third-party countries – mainly

from the Carter administration (1977–81). Unlike Ford, Carter considered non-proliferation a top priority of

his administration. US pressure on Brazil and West Germany has already been widely studied, as outlined in

the Introduction. For Carter, who maintained a turbulent personal relationship with Schmidt, the 1975

agreement would bring Brazil a step closer to developing a nuclear bomb.

Carter’s first reaction was to pressure both the FRG and Brazil directly. Carter and his national security

advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, believed that the safeguards procedures agreed with the IAEA in 1976 were

not enough. They could not stop Brazil from replicating West German enrichment and reprocessing

technology unless replication facilities were also subjected to IAEA safeguards.  As president-elect, Carter

attempted, therefore, to press Bonn to withdraw from the Brazilian deal – or, at least, to postpone

cooperation with Brasilia until the London Group negotiated an ‘international moratorium on the transfer to

non-nuclear-weapon countries of nuclear enrichment and reprocessing equipment’.

In 1977, Schmidt had already summoned his ministers of foreign affairs, the economy, and research and

technology to help create a solution to the developing crisis. Their primary assumption was that the nuclear

deal should be respected – pacta sunt servanda – and their ‘principal recommendation was to seek a

multinational solution, whereby a European consortium would operate the reprocessing centre in Brazil’.
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multinational solution, whereby a European consortium would operate the reprocessing centre in Brazil’.

In the meantime, the KWU and other contracted firms were allowed to build reactors and other facilities in

Brazil alongside them, delivering detailed blueprints of the projects. This later point generated further

friction between Bonn and Washington, which criticised the action harshly. Bonn answered by defending

the principle of ‘non-discrimination’ and ‘solidarity’ with the Third World in their right to develop themselves.

In Brazil, the government and opposition were in unison in criticising Washington’s behaviour, leading an

unnamed Brazilian official to state that the ‘Americans, our allies, are behaving in a way worse than that of

our common enemies, the Russians.’  Deputy Joaquin Coutinho, from the majority in the Brazilian

parliament, declared that ‘Brazil and the FRG were free sovereign nations, not two colonies of the US.’

Besides pressure from Washington, Bonn was also leveraged by other countries to halt the Brazilian deal –

including by allies like Canada and the Netherlands and adversaries like the Soviet Union. In a summit of the

London Group on 7 May 1977, Carter proposed a moratorium on the transfer of the full uranium cycle to

third parties.  This addressed the case of the Indian nuclear test and that of the A-Deal with Brazil. In this

summit, Canadian prime minister Pierre Trudeau highlighted that the proliferation of nuclear weapons

endangered the whole world and that ‘some countries were not fulfilling their obligations’ in this area: a

direct reference to West Germany and Brazil. Schmidt answered by highlighting the fact that efforts to curb

proliferation should involve ‘the largest possible number of states’, including non-members of the NPT.

With these countries, specific safeguards agreements imposed effective obligations – following the principle

of solidarity and trust between suppliers and recipients. Suppliers should, furthermore, ‘accept’ the role of

‘national prestige’ (‘nationalen Stolz’) when negotiating with developing countries.  The best way to push

Global South countries to join the international non-proliferation regime was by talking to them directly, not

by excluding them. Therefore, agreements such as those with Brazil would not be a path to proliferation, as

argued by Trudeau and Carter, but a way to further ensure the effectiveness of the regime. This argument

was grounded on Schmidt’s version of Ostpolitik, according to which West Germany should be a bridge

between North and South, as well as West and East.

Another reaction came from the USSR, which contacted the AA to express its concerns regarding the

Brazilian deal. The Soviet misgivings were similar to those of the United States – namely, they were ‘not

against selling power plants, but against exporting enrichment and reprocessing technologies’.  Moscow’s

reaction was intrinsically connected to Washington’s. According to the Brazilian ambassador to Bonn,

Antonio Carlos de Andrada, the USSR decided to follow Carter’s new non-proliferation ‘dogma’ to improve

relations between both superpowers in the context of the Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT).  Unlike

Washington, however, Moscow kept a low profile, so as not to be seen by ‘Third World countries’ as ‘atomic

imperialists’, who wanted to ‘exclude others from economic and technological progress’, argued

Ambassador Andrada, citing sources from the AA. As had been done with Washington, Bonn reassured

Moscow that most of its concerns had been addressed by the 1976 safeguards agreement concluded with

the IAEA and refused to include further restrictions.

Conclusion

At the time, the 1975 nuclear agreement between Brazil and West Germany was the most ambitious

technology transfer cooperation agreement ever signed between a developing and a developed country.

The Schmidt administration intended to turn this agreement into a model for future North-South

cooperation projects. It would bring West Germany to the centre of the emerging atomic market and

establish the country as a bridge between the North and the South. Bonn’s intentions to carve out an

independent place in the nuclear order of the 1970s were, however, hampered by traditional partners like

the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands, as well as by West Germany’s own status

limitations. Those limitations included restrictions to enriching uranium in its territory (imposed by the 1954

Paris Accords) and shared suspicions by the Superpowers on its peaceful intentions. In the 1980s, the

implementation of the agreement slowed down due to a change of priorities in both Brazil and West

Germany. Forty-five years later, just one power plant was built (Angra 2) and the jet-nozzle’s commercial

viability is yet to be proven.

This article has complemented existing studies by focusing on Bonn’s interests in the Brazilian deal and on

the obstacles it faced during the negotiation process. It highlighted three domestic motivations behind the

agreement. The first was strengthening the ruling socio-liberal coalition. The deal was a means to foster

political unity behind the recent, and not-so-popular, Schmidt administration, which was borne out of a

political scandal that terminated his predecessor’s term. Through the partnership with Brazil, Schmidt

sought to ensure the support of a considerable part of the industry and bring unity behind his

understanding of West Germany’s role in world political-economic affairs. Second, the agreement intended

to boost the West German nuclear industry. It was the first step in West Germany’s global expansion to

promising new markets, and it would place the FRG on the same level of competitiveness of traditional

suppliers, like France and the United States. Third, it was necessary to make the jet-nozzle process for

enriching uranium viable. This interest appeared as an opportunity after the United Kingdom and the

Netherlands denied Bonn the selling of Urenco’s technology to Brazil.

The Brazilian deal was followed by a safeguards agreement with the IAEA, which West Germany considered

crucial to upholding its peaceful intentions, and which was used to situate Brazil within the broader

international non-proliferation regime. The A-Deal was, nonetheless, criticised by the Carter administration,

which attempted to push both Bonn and Brasilia to postpone its implementation. These attempts were

made through direct bilateral pressure, through international institutions (such as NATO and the London

Group), and with the help of third-party countries. Particularly complicated were the negotiations for the

transfer of Urenco’s enriched uranium until an ad hoc solution to the storage of plutonium was eventually

achieved. Even though the 1975 A-Deal did not manage to accomplish all of its anticipated objectives, it

remains a relevant example of North-South cooperation on sensitive issues. It shows that the interests of

countries are multiple and encompass both domestic and international constraints. It also illustrates the

richness of the non-proliferation debate among nuclear suppliers in the 1970s, particularly concerning the

clash between Carter’s prohibitionist approach to nuclear exports and Schmidt’s emphasis on ‘supplier-

recipient solidarity’.
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Appendix

Total employment effect through construction of nuclear power plant (NPP)

Note: The average construction period is six years per NPP.
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