
Predicting Nuclear Proliferation: A Declassified Documentary Record 

Strategic Insights, Volume III, Issue 1 (January 2004) 

by Peter R. Lavoy 

Strategic Insights is a monthly electronic journal produced by the Center for Contemporary Conflict at the 
Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey, California. The views expressed here are those of the author(s) 
and do not necessarily represent the views of NPS, the Department of Defense, or the U.S. Government. 

The inability of U.S. weapons inspectors to discover any of the weapons of mass destruction (WMD) that 
Iraq was believed to possess prior to the 2003 Gulf War has made the American public—not to mention 
scores of foreign governments and populations—deeply suspicious of the Bush administration's motives 
for going to war against Saddam Hussein's Iraq. It also has called into question the quality and objectivity 
of U.S. intelligence assessments concerning WMD proliferation. Although it is far too early to judge 
whether American intelligence agencies accurately estimated Iraq's WMD stockpile and production 
capabilities,[1] the declassification of several Cold War-era Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and 
Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) estimates of nuclear proliferation trends offers interesting insights into 
what previous U.S. governments believed—and ultimately did—about the international spread of nuclear 
weapons. 

During the Cold War, U.S. intelligence agencies devoted the overwhelming portion of their collection and 
analytical efforts to assessments of the military capabilities and political intentions of the Soviet Union and 
its Communist allies.[2] But when information became available in the early 1960s indicating that the 
People's Republic of China was nearing the production of nuclear weapons, the U.S. government and its 
various intelligence agencies became more seriously interested in understanding the motivations and 
capabilities of other countries to acquire nuclear weapons. 

Department of Defense Proliferation Assessment 

Because of growing concern about nuclear proliferation, President John F. Kennedy warned the 
American public in March 1963 that fifteen to twenty-five states might obtain military nuclear capabilities 
by the 1970s, the likely result of which would be international instability, reduced opportunities for nuclear 
disarmament, an increased chance of accidental war, and heightened prospects for global powers to 
become entangled in regional conflicts.[3] President Kennedy based this pessimistic forecast on a secret 
study that Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara had given the president one month earlier. In this 
document, McNamara expected that by 1973 eight new states might acquire nuclear weapons—China, 
Sweden, India, Australia, Japan, South Africa, Germany, Israel—and that, shortly thereafter, many more 
countries could go nuclear as the cost of acquiring nuclear weapons "may come down by a factor of 2 to 
5 times."[4]  

Secretary McNamara's 1963 nuclear proliferation estimates are reproduced in the following table. 

Table 1 Country Nuclear Weapons Capabilities  

  Estimated Number of Years Before...   

Country First Test Aircraft IRBM Nuclear Arms Motivation 

France done 1964 1969 high 

West Germany 4-5 6 7 moderate 
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Italy 5-6 7 8 low 

Belgium unclear unclear unclear low 

Netherlands unclear unclear unclear low 

Canada 1-2 6 7 very low 

Sweden 2-3 5 8 unclear 

Switzerland unclear unclear unclear low 

Japan 5-6 6 8 very low but depends on China 

India 4-5 5 8 low but depends on China 

Israel 2-3 1968 1968 moderate to high 

United Arab 
Republic over 10 over 10 over 10 moderate to high 

Brazil over 10 over 10 over 10 low 

Australia unclear unclear unclear low 

Norway unclear unclear unclear low 

China 0-1 1970 1972 high 

East Germany USSR prohibits unclear 

Czechoslovakia USSR prohibits unclear 

Poland  USSR prohibits  unclear 

NIE 4-63 

The CIA, the intelligence organizations of the Departments of State and Defense, and the National 
Security Agency (NSA) prepared the first of many National Intelligence Estimates (NIEs) on nuclear 
proliferation in June 1963. The document, entitled "Likelihood and Consequences of a Proliferation of 
Nuclear Weapons Systems," or NIE 4-63, concluded that "eight countries [the identities of which are 
excised, but presumably are the same countries listed by Secretary McNamara], in addition to France, 
have the physical and financial resources to develop an operational nuclear capability (weapons and 
means of delivery) over the next decade (1)." Stating that it was likely that only Communist China actually 
had started a weapons program, the document assessed that India, Japan, and a few other countries 
threatened by China "almost certainly" will "continue development of their peaceful nuclear programs, 
some to a point which would significantly reduce the time required to carry through a weapons 
program."[5]  

Much more disconcerting was the CIA's subsequent discovery, based on newly available satellite imagery, 
that China had "a much more ambitious advanced weapons program than we had earlier thought 
possible."[6] China's imminent development of nuclear weapons, coming on the heels of France's entry 
into the nuclear club after its detonation of a fission device in February 1960, and information that Israel 
also could build nuclear bombs from the plutonium separated at its secret Dimona reprocessing facility,[7] 
created a growing perception in Washington of a worldwide nuclear proliferation crisis. 

Heightened concern about the growing risk of nuclear proliferation led the Kennedy administration to 
undertake three new nonproliferation measures, two of which were designed to influence the motivations 
of states that might have an interest in acquiring nuclear arms. First, Washington moved to ban tests of 
nuclear explosives in the atmosphere, an idea that Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru first 



advocated in 1954. U.S. officials calculated that a partial test ban would be "a necessary, but not a 
sufficient, condition for keeping the number of nuclear countries small" by making nuclear weapons 
development by an aspiring nuclear state more costly and less legitimate.[8] Although the U.S. Joint 
Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee assessed that "the cost of underground testing is not likely to be a 
deterring factor in a national decision to develop nuclear weapons,"[9] the CIA reported that "a limited test 
ban treaty would be a political and psychological deterrent to the acquisition of nuclear weapons," except 
for China, France, and Israel. India also was seen as a special case: "Nehru has announced that India will 
adhere to the treaty. But once China explodes a device, and particularly after Nehru is gone, India will be 
under strong domestic pressure to embark on a weapons program."[10]  

Second, because many countries of proliferation concern were located in Europe, Kennedy pushed for an 
Atlantic multilateral nuclear force (MLF) as a means to dull German and other European appetites for 
independent nuclear forces.[11] U.S. officials also hoped that as the European Community acquired more 
and more political authority from its constituent nation-states, even Britain and France would consider 
placing their nuclear forces under central European Community control.[12] In the end, the MLF proposal 
was not implemented. 

The third major nonproliferation challenge confronting U.S. policymakers at the time was how to mitigate 
the impact of China's impending nuclear arsenal on its neighbors. Some administration officials were so 
disturbed by the prospect of China armed with nuclear weapons that they considered preventive military 
strikes against Chinese nuclear facilities. One idea was to conduct these strikes jointly with the Soviets, 
but Moscow rejected this proposal.[13] Another plan was to conduct covert strikes against the Chinese 
nuclear establishment, possibly with the Chinese nationalists.[14] But because of key gaps in U.S. 
intelligence about China's nuclear program, the possibility of serious military escalation, domestic political 
considerations, and the assessment that "the significance of (China's nuclear) capability is not such as to 
justify the undertaking of actions which would involve great political costs or high military risks,"[15] the 
White House under John F. Kennedy and then Lyndon B. Johnson decided to deal with the Chinese 
nuclear problem through diplomatic channels.[16] As Secretary of State Dean Rusk later recalled, there 
was some discussion about taking military action against China, but the idea "never got anywhere when it 
reached the top levels of policy."[17]  

NIE 4-66 

The next National Intelligence Estimate on nuclear proliferation was prepared in January 1966. The task 
of "The Likelihood of Further Nuclear Proliferation," or NIE 4-66, was to assess the capabilities of various 
countries to acquire nuclear weapons and to estimate the likelihood that some countries will cross the 
nuclear weapons threshold in the next decade. Although several passages of the publicly available 
version of this document remain secret (that is, they were excised when the text was otherwise 
declassified in July 2001), the main conclusions are clear—and generally very insightful. 

NIE 4-66 predicted that the only country likely to undertake a nuclear weapons program in the next 
several years (after 1966) was India. In addition, Pakistan, Egypt and South Africa were singled out as 
the countries most likely to want nuclear weapons in the next decade; but all three were assessed to 
require "substantial outside help" to obtain them.[18]  

As it turns out, India had been operating a covert nuclear bomb development program for over a decade 
prior to the publication of the NIE. Although Prime Minister Indira Gandhi did not authorize Indian 
scientists to conduct a nuclear explosive test until May 1974, India would have been able to produce 
nuclear explosives a few years earlier if the government had authorized a crash production and testing 
program.[19] Because the half dozen or so paragraphs devoted to India are excised, it is not possible to 
judge the accuracy of the NIE's more detailed assessment of the Indian case. 

Although Egypt is not now regarded as a likely candidate for nuclear weapons, Egyptian President Gamal 
Abdal Nasser threatened to develop nuclear explosives when concern grew over Israel's nuclear activities 



in the early 1960s.[20] Nasser approached the Soviet Union and China with requests for nuclear arms, 
but both requests were denied. After suffering defeat in the June 1967 War, Egypt then abandoned its 
quest for nuclear weapons and Nasser's successor, President Anwar Sadat signed the Nuclear 
Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) in July 1968, with the hope that Israel would follow suit.[21]  

The NIE was on the mark with its estimate of South Africa's motivation for acquiring nuclear weapons, but 
it underestimated that country's ability to build a nuclear arsenal on its own. Having developed a technical 
"peaceful nuclear explosion" program in the 1960s, South Africa embarked on a crash nuclear bomb 
program in 1973 and managed to produce six air-deliverable nuclear weapons before the government 
terminated the bomb program in 1989 and dismantled the existing weapons and associated production 
equipment.[22]  

The final statement of NIE 4-66 is particularly insightful: the problem of nuclear proliferation may grow 
worse because the United States and the Soviet Union "may not be prepared to give nonproliferation 
priority over other policy objectives (7)." In other words, intelligence is only as good as the policies that 
are pursued because of its findings. Nonproliferation became a top U.S. policy priority during the Johnson 
presidency. As a result the pace of nuclear proliferation slowed considerably. 

1985 Nuclear Proliferation Estimate 

When the National Intelligence Council re-examined the issue of nuclear proliferation in 1985, it assessed 
that the problem was no longer as dire as policymakers and intelligence analysts feared in the 1960s. 
According to the declassified NIC memorandum on "The Dynamics of Nuclear Proliferation: Balance of 
Incentives and Constraints," issued in September 1985, the main reason for the improved proliferation 
picture "is that the incentives that Third World nuclear decision makers perceive for making choices that 
lead toward nuclear proliferation have not been as strong as once thought. In addition, to the extent that 
the incentive structure has changed in the last decade, movement has almost uniformly been in the 
direction of raising the costs of developing a weapon or explosive capability and diminishing the expected 
gains."[23]  

There were many causes for the observed change in proliferation incentive structure. The nuclear power 
industry had lost much of its earlier attractiveness, and the nuclear nonproliferation regime had developed 
into a strong force against proliferation, especially because the two superpowers (and other nuclear 
suppliers) joined efforts to lead and manage it. 

There were four clear differences in the way the Intelligence Community treated the problem of nuclear 
proliferation in the 1985 assessment as compared to previous estimates: 

• First, the understanding of likely proliferators changed. Estimates conducted in the 1960s pointed 
to the potential of advanced industrial countries to go nuclear, whereas the 1985 study placed the 
proliferation threat only among developing countries. 

• Second, the understanding of what constitutes nuclear proliferation changed over time. The focus 
in the earlier estimates was almost entirely on the development of a weapons capability. In the 
1980s, the emphasis was much broader: on the actual or potential proliferation of sensitive 
nuclear materials and facilities that might contribute to an explosive (or weapon) capability but do 
not individually represent that capability. 

• Third, there were different views of the effectiveness of the international nonproliferation regime. 
For example, the 1966 NIE assessed that the international nuclear safeguard system was likely to 
detect any significant diversion of sensitive nuclear material or equipment. After India managed to 
produce and test a nuclear explosive device in 1974 using ostensibly peaceful nuclear facilities, 
the intelligence community became more pessimistic about the credibility of the international 
safeguard system and the likelihood of undetected diversions of nuclear materials for military 
uses. 



• Fourth, despite the shift in proliferation incentive structures noted above, the latter estimate was 
much more pessimistic about the inevitability of the spread of nuclear weapons capabilities. For 
example, a 1982 NIE on proliferation, referenced in the 1985 document, discussed the future 
proliferation problem in a tone "more of when rather than if (8)."  

Many more conclusions could be drawn about this handful of declassified intelligence assessments, but 
rather than this author attempting to make them, these documents are offered for other scholars and 
analysts to draw their own conclusions; and to use this declassified material as a tool to put into better 
perspective the current debate about U.S. intelligence policymaking on international WMD proliferation. 

For more insights into contemporary international security issues, see our Strategic Insights home 
page. 

To have new issues of Strategic Insights delivered to your Inbox at the beginning of each month, 
email ccc@nps.navy.mil with subject line "Subscribe". There is no charge, and your address will be 
used for no other purpose. 
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