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THE SO-CALLED PROLIFERATOR
THAT WASN’T: THE STORY OF

ARGENTINA’S NUCLEAR POLICY

by Julio C. Carasales1

For more than three decades,
most of the international
community, particularly the

United States, suspected that the
nuclear policy of Argentina aimed
at the development of an atomic
weapon. Argentina was viewed as a
potential proliferator and as a risk
to the security of its neighbors and
the world. The purpose of this ar-
ticle is to show the true nature of the
Argentine nuclear program. For 30
years, Argentina pursued a peaceful
program whose objective was to
achieve mastery of the complete
nuclear fuel cycle, so as to make the
country independent of foreign sup-
pliers and influence. Argentina’s
nuclear program never had the goal
of developing a nuclear weapon.

The article begins by stressing
certain characteristics of the

Argentinean psychology that help
explain why the country adopted
certain attitudes regarding nuclear
matters that were not followed by the
majority of developing countries. A
brief description of the different
phases of Argentina’s nuclear de-
velopment follows. The article then
outlines the changes in nuclear
policy that took place in the 1980s
and 1990s, showing that they repre-
sented a decision to de-emphasize
autonomy in order to give reassur-
ance to the international commu-
nity. The article next discusses the
reasons behind this shift, giving spe-
cial weight to a decision to improve
relations with the United States. The
article ends by trying to explain why
Argentinean nuclear policy retained
its peaceful objectives and never in-
cluded any program dedicated to
developing nuclear weapons.

NUCLEAR ENERGY AND
THE PSYCHOLOGY OF THE
ARGENTINEAN PEOPLE

Before describing the nuclear
policies pursued by the Argentinean
government, it seems proper to ad-
dress the manner in which the
Argentinean people have viewed the
steady progress of their country in
the mastery of nuclear technology.
Although this subject was never a
topic of major interest for
Argentineans, who were more con-
cerned about questions directly re-
lated to daily life, it cannot be denied
that the Argentinean people were
always proud of the progress made
by their country in a technology
commonly associated with highly
developed nations. Such progress
helped reinforce for Argentineans
their feelings of being more ad-
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vanced than the great majority of
Third World states.

The Argentineans have long held
this opinion of themselves. There
was a period of about two-thirds of
a century when their development
and prosperity were remarkable,
when their per capita income was
among the highest in the world, and
when they were considered to be a
potential future United States of the
South. From the 1880s onwards,
Argentina’s rapid modernization
helped attract millions of European
immigrants, who then furthered the
development process. This period of
astonishing development began to
decline at the onset of the worldwide
depression in 1930 and ended with
the Second World War.

One of the consequences of this
period of prosperity was the exist-
ence of a large population that iden-
tified with Europe and sought to
retain its standards of literacy and
culture. Argentina was especially
different from most of its neighbors
and other developing countries in its
level of scientific expertise. For ex-
ample, Argentinean citizens, edu-
cated in their own country, received
three Nobel Prizes in the sciences.

The Argentinean people thus
found it natural that mastery of the
atom and the various technologies
resulting from this mastery should
be initiated and developed in Argen-
tina. This seemed to be a logical ap-
plication of what Argentineans
considered to be the extraordinary
intellectual capacities of the
Argentinean people. And indeed
nuclear development in Argentina
produced much better results than in
many other countries at a compa-
rable stage of development.

This exceptional situation in Ar-
gentina, which ended about 50 years
ago, no longer exists today, but so-
cioeconomic data take a consider-
able time to penetrate into the
awareness of the common people.
When nuclear energy appeared in
Argentina, and during the first de-
cades of its development, average
Argentineans still viewed their
country as highly modernized,
which gave rise to general support,
perhaps subconsciously, of national
activities in the nuclear field.

Accompanying this general satis-
faction with indigenous achieve-
ments in nuclear technology was a
reluctance to permit external control
of these developments, and espe-
cially to accept comprehensive safe-
guards. It did not seem right that
foreigners should come to check
what Argentineans had achieved or
could achieve in the future by their
own efforts. Obviously the question
of whether or not Argentina should
accept safeguards was never put to
the people, but for 40 years the
Argentinean government remained
confident that its refusal to accept
foreign control was always backed
by informed public opinion.

Nothing in the preceding para-
graphs implies that there was ever a
popular or government-led move-
ment in Argentina in favor of the
production of nuclear weapons. If
there had been any interest,  the ob-
jective probably would have been to
possess the bomb as an object of
prestige that confers international
power status, or else to match pos-
sible nuclear weapons development
by any neighboring country, particu-
larly Brazil, whose nuclear develop-
ment was in many fields similar to
Argentina’s.

In sum, the nuclear policy main-
tained by successive Argentinean
governments always enjoyed the
support, sometimes explicit but
generally implicit, of the
Argentinean people, who considered
national nuclear development to be
a confirmation of the country’s in-
tellectual and scientific qualities.
However, there was never any pub-
lic demand for the eventual produc-
tion of nuclear weapons.

NUCLEAR DEVELOPMENT
IN ARGENTINA

Nuclear activities of a very mod-
est nature began in Argentina soon
after the detonation of the first
atomic bomb in 1945. These efforts
began to be organized and consoli-
dated after the National Commission
for Atomic Energy (CNEA) was es-
tablished in 1950. Apart from some
initial complications in the first few
years, mainly caused by the inter-
ference of an Austrian scientist of
doubtful credentials who had gained
the confidence of President Perón,2

the CNEA was entrusted with the
direction and development of
nuclear activity in Argentina in the
following decades. CNEA was al-
ways directly under the control of
the office of the Argentinean head
of state, and had no competitors, ei-
ther private or public. It was as-
signed relatively generous resources
and other state bodies always re-
spected its field of action.

For other departments and offices
of the Argentinean public adminis-
tration, the years between 1950 and
the early 1980s were marked by in-
stability. Abrupt changes came in
quick succession, often resulting in
complete changes of direction. But
CNEA was the exception. All its
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activities showed remarkable conti-
nuity. After a brief inaugural presi-
dent departed, in the next 30 years
only three men presided over
CNEA, whereas the people respon-
sible for other state institutions
turned over frequently. In addition,
CNEA was always viewed as a re-
spectable and efficient entity by
competent international observers.

It has frequently been argued that
the continuity and special treatment
of the CNEA were largely due to the
fact that its leaders were always of-
ficers of the Argentinean armed
forces until the consolidation of de-
mocracy in 1983, with the three
long-term heads all coming from the
Navy. With the exception of the first
of these CNEA presidents, these
naval officers had the appropriate
technical credentials, but the ques-
tion remains whether CNEA could
be considered to have been an ex-
tension of the Navy. The answer to
this question is negative.

During the various decades in
which the Argentinean government
was headed or strongly influenced
by the military, it was perhaps logi-
cal that an area of such strategic
importance as nuclear activity
should have been placed under a sort
of informal supervision by a branch
of the armed forces. However, the
first heads of CNEA were clearly
loyal to Perón and did not have a
separate military service agenda.
The initial (for a short time) presi-
dent of the CNEA, Colonel Enrique
González, was a personal confident
of Perón, who wanted to keep
nuclear activities under his direct
control. The first naval president of
the CNEA, Captain (later Rear-Ad-
miral) Pedro Iraolagoitía, was like-
wise a personal confidant of Perón.
This relationship was the determin-

ing reason for the appointment,
given that Iraolagoitía was the
president’s naval aide-de-camp and
lacked any knowledge of nuclear
matters, as he was a naval airman.
In other words, personal confidence
and not the desire to put CNEA un-
der the control of a branch of the
armed forces was the origin of the
later practice of appointing Navy
officers as presidents of the Com-
mission. Moreover, CNEA officials
strongly deny that the Navy had any
serious influence in the management
of the Commission.3

CNEA reported (and still does)
directly to the president and not to
the Navy, the members of the Di-
rectorate of the CNEA were civil-
ian scientists, the vast majority of
staff were also civilians, and deci-
sions on policy and activities were
made collectively. The Navy had
neither the power nor the compe-
tence to implement these decisions;
nor did it pursue its own nuclear ac-
tivities on the fringe of the CNEA.
In Argentina, in contrast to Brazil
for example, the armed forces never
had their own nuclear programs.
CNEA was always the only institu-
tion concerned with nuclear matters
in Argentina.

Some people may think that be-
cause for many years Argentina had
military-headed or military-influ-
enced governments, its nuclear ac-
tivities must have been of a warlike
character. But in Argentina the
military takeovers were always due
to internal political reasons. The at-
tention of military governments was
always directed to internal problems.
In the only case that could be con-
sidered an exception, the Malvinas/
Falklands war, the root of the mili-
tary action was of an internal nature
(political survival), and no

Argentinean nuclear activity was
involved.4

Some foreign analysts believed
that a missile, the Condor II, devel-
oped by a faction of the Air Force,
was intended to be a nuclear deliv-
ery vehicle. This is not the place for
extended discussion of this pro-
gram, but, however it appeared to
outsiders, in the author’s experiences
with Argentinean policymaking
there was never a question of an
atomic weapon being eventually
transported by that missile.

From the 1950s onwards, the
CNEA gradually improved its effi-
ciency.5  Commission members pre-
sented papers to the first
International Conference on the
Peaceful Uses of Atomic Energy,
held in Geneva in 1955. In 1958,
the first experimental reactor con-
structed in Argentina was put into
operation. Although this reactor was
based on a US design, reactors built
subsequently were of Argentinean
design. Argentina ended up building
reactors abroad in Peru, Egypt, and
Algeria.

In 1965, CNEA began a feasibil-
ity study for a nuclear electricity-
generating plant. The plant, Atucha
I, was built using German technol-
ogy but with major participation by
the Argentine nuclear industry. It
began operating in 1974. A second
plant with twice the capacity,
Embalse, was constructed using Ca-
nadian technology. A third plant,
Atucha II, is still in the construction
phase, but has suffered major delays.

The intention was to finally con-
struct nuclear power plants using
purely Argentinean technology. The
1975-1985 Nuclear Plan, which
marked the zenith of the
Argentinean nuclear process, fore-
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saw the construction of three more
electricity-generating plants, each
with a capacity of 600 MW, during
the 1980s. This plan was not com-
pleted, however, because of the de-
teriorating economic state of the
country and because of government
decisions in favor of other compet-
ing options such as the development
of hydroelectric power.

CNEA continued with its activi-
ties in other fields: by 1983 it had
developed uranium enrichment
technology and built a heavy water
plant. Argentina had finally achieved
an objective it had long pursued:
mastery of the complete fuel cycle.
This showed Argentina could de-
velop its nuclear program autono-
mously, without dependence on
foreign suppliers. Argentina was
now in a position to re-examine and
perhaps to modify its nuclear policy.

ARGENTINEAN NUCLEAR
POLICY, 1950-1985

This section seeks to clarify the
motivations behind Argentina’s
nuclear policy before the changes
initiated in the second half of the
1980s. Change began in 1985, when
the rapprochement with Brazil was
started during the presidency of
Raúl Alfonsín, and resulted in a de-
cidedly new policy by 1990, by
which time Carlos Menem had be-
come president. But the nature of
this change can only be recognized
if the goals of the earlier policy are
understood. This section will show
that Argentina’s goals in 1950-1985
were often misunderstood, in part
because some of Argentina’s poli-
cies contributed to suspicions of
military intent.

I thus stress again that both be-
fore and after 1985 Argentina’s pro-
gram involved peaceful uses of

nuclear energy only and no decision
to manufacture atomic weapons.
During the earlier period, two some-
what complementary principles
guided nuclear policy: nationalism
and the desire for independence in
the nuclear field. Argentina wanted
to depend as little as possible on for-
eign suppliers of materials and tech-
nology, who would otherwise have
been able to hinder or even block
nuclear development in Argentina.
Hence the main objective of
Argentina’s nuclear policy was to
complete its own nuclear fuel cycle,
an objective achieved at the end of
1983 with the successful outcome of
research into uranium enrichment
technology.

Despite this objective, it is clear
that attitudes adopted by successive
Argentinean governments gave rise
to a lack of trust and to suspicions.
Because of several positions adopted
by the country, Argentinean nuclear
policy was long considered ambigu-
ous at best. These positions included
the non-ratification of the Treaty of
Tlatelolco (to establish a Latin
American nuclear-weapon-free
zone), the emphatic refusal to accede
to the Treaty on the Non-Prolifera-
tion of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), the
refusal to accept full-scope safe-
guards, and the insistence on the
right to carry out nuclear explosions
for peaceful purposes.

There are reasonable explana-
tions for each of these positions. For
Argentina, with its young but ambi-
tious nuclear program, giving up
options and accepting restrictions
which often seemed unjustified or
discriminatory meant a real sacri-
fice, not just a meaningless gesture,
as was the case for the majority of
countries that signed the NPT. Be-
cause there were other reasons for

Argentina’s refusal to accept the
above nonproliferation measures,
they should not be interpreted as evi-
dence of desire to build nuclear
weapons.

The refusal to sign the Non-Pro-
liferation Treaty was based on the
discriminatory character of the NPT
and on other failings I have dis-
cussed elsewhere.6  Many countries,
not only Argentina, at first viewed
the treaty with doubt and distrust.
In the course of time and under the
pressure of the nuclear powers, es-
pecially the United States, the situa-
tion began to change, but by then
Argentina’s position with regard to
the NPT had crystallized. More-
over, not only had the treaty’s de-
fects not been eradicated, its
application also left much to be de-
sired. Even if other countries, often
without a nuclear industry, turned a
blind eye to this reality, Argentina
had a legitimate interest in these
matters and could not ignore the
NPT’s objectionable elements.
Once the membership of the NPT
became almost universal, however,
then  Argentina’s position had to
be re-examined.

The Argentinean government
signed but did not until 1994 ratify
the Treaty for the Prohibition of
Nuclear Weapons in Latin America
(also known as the Treaty of
Tlatelolco). Argentina repeatedly
declared its support of the funda-
mental principles of the treaty and
its commitment not to adopt any
measures not in keeping with these
principles, in conformity with the
requirements of Article 18 of the
Vienna Convention on the Law of
Treaties.7  However, although theo-
retically the rules of the Treaty of
Tlatelolco affect all countries, in
practice they apply almost exclu-
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sively to Argentina and Brazil, the
only countries in the region to have
attained significant progress in
nuclear matters. So it is not surpris-
ing that these two countries exam-
ined the Tlatelolco regulations with
special thoroughness.

Brazil ratified Tlatelolco a short
time after it signed the treaty, but in
practice it was a meaningless ges-
ture. Brazil did not waive the condi-
tions specified in Article 28, which
if not waived delay entry into force
until all eligible countries have
signed, so the treaty did not come
into force for Brazil. The treaty only
became operative for Brazil when
it ratified some amendments to the
treaty and waived the above-men-
tioned conditions. Thus, Brazil only
became a member in practice in
1994, some time after Argentina,
which ratified the treaty earlier that
year.8

In fact, Argentina and Brazil al-
ways held similar points of view
with regard to Tlatelolco. For ex-
ample, both countries argued that
Article 18, which permits peaceful
nuclear explosions (PNEs) under
certain conditions, should be inter-
preted according to a literal reading
of its text, and not, as the text was
interpreted by some nuclear powers,
as a restriction on PNEs until the
technology required for them could
be distinguished from the technol-
ogy necessary for the manufacture
of atomic bombs.9  An eloquent sign
of the change of Argentina’s nuclear
position is the 1991 treaty it signed
with Brazil renouncing the right to
carry out peaceful nuclear explo-
sions until this technology can be
differentiated from military-related
efforts, thereby accepting the same
argument that it had rejected for a
quarter of a century.10

Successive Argentinean govern-
ments also sought to make sure that
the agreements on safeguards with
the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA), as required by Ar-
ticle 13 of the treaty, corresponded
to the rights and obligations included
in the Latin American treaty rather
than those in the NPT. Just as some
countries did before ratifying the
NPT, Argentina wanted to negotiate
this agreement on safeguards before
ratifying Tlatelolco, not afterwards.
The negotiations with the IAEA
were drawn-out and difficult, espe-
cially as the IAEA sought to get Ar-
gentina to accept the same
agreement on safeguards that the
IAEA applied to NPT parties. For
most of the countries involved in
Tlatelolco, this point was not impor-
tant because they were also NPT sig-
natories, but for Argentina the
situation was different, as it opposed
the NPT. The negotiations remained
stalled for several years, which was
one reason for Argentina’s unwill-
ingness to ratify Tlatelolco.

The problem was finally re-
solved on December 13, 1991, when
a Quadripartite Agreement on Full-
Scope Safeguards was signed by
Argentina, Brazil, the IAEA, and the
ABACC (the Brazilian-Argentine
Agreement for Accounting and Con-
trol of Nuclear Materials). This
agreement, according to the direc-
tor general of the IAEA, was per-
fectly adapted to the requirements of
the Treaty of Tlatelolco.11

Argentina’s other doubts with regard
to Tlatelolco12  were finally ad-
dressed by the proposed amend-
ments put forward in 1992 by
Argentina together with Brazil,
Chile, and Mexico.

On this occasion the problem of
PNEs was not an issue, as previously

Argentina and Brazil had renounced
any intention to carry them out in a
bilateral treaty dated July 18, 1991.
But for many years Argentina was a
stubborn defender of its right to carry
out PNEs. It is not easy to explain
this interest in reserving the right to
conduct a peaceful nuclear explo-
sion, when in fact no known project
existed, not even a serious idea. Per-
haps this defense of its freedom of
action to carry out nuclear tests can
be regarded as another manifestation
of the general policy of opposition
to restrictions that would limit
Argentina’s possibilities of using, in
any way it wished, the technology it
had itself developed. But it is also
likely that Argentina wanted to
maintain a way to respond in kind if
Brazil ever tested a nuclear device,
an issue I address more fully below.

A further cause of international
mistrust was Argentina’s refusal to
accept the so-called full-scope safe-
guards of the IAEA. This does not
mean that Argentina refused to ad-
mit any type of safeguard. In fact, it
accepted them for all installations
planned or constructed with assis-
tance from abroad, whether on a bi-
lateral or international basis. For a
long t ime the most important
nuclear facilities in Argentina were
all subjected to safeguards. How-
ever, given Argentina’s concern
with the autonomy of its nuclear
development program, it refused to
authorize foreign inspections that
would cover all its nuclear activities,
whether constructed with foreign
assistance or not, including activi-
ties that would occur in the future.

The rejection of safeguards may
also have had a tactical motivation.
As a non-signatory of bilateral or
multilateral agreements on nonpro-
liferation, Argentina often had dif-
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ficulty obtaining authorization to
import technologies or facilities
from the government of the supplier
country. When such negotiations
reached deadlock, Argentinean au-
thorities proposed the following al-
ternative: either the operation would
be approved, in which case IAEA
safeguards could be applied, or the
operation would not be approved,
in which case Argentina could de-
velop the required technology itself,
probably at a higher cost and with
greater effort, but without interna-
tional safeguards. This gambit was
frequently successful. If Argentina
had already accepted total safe-
guards, it would have been impos-
sible to conduct negotiations in this
way.13

Another argument made against
IAEA safeguards on processes and
technologies developed indepen-
dently by Argentina was the desire
to preserve the secrecy of technolo-
gies of commercial importance—
secrets that might no longer be
secrets if the installations were in-
spected by foreign citizens. Argen-
tina is an emergent nuclear supplier,
which competes with suppliers from
more advanced countries, so Argen-
tina felt deeply worried about the
possibility inspections might lead to
a loss of industrial secrets.

Despite these concerns, from the
very beginning, Argentina followed
a policy which (a) required the ap-
plication of IAEA safeguards to all
technologies and equipment ex-
ported abroad; (b) required the re-
cipient country to use the transferred
material exclusively for peaceful
purposes; and (c) prohibited the re-
cipient country from re-exporting
transferred material to third coun-
tries without the previous consent of
the Argentine government. At the

present time Argentina is a full
member of (and has served as chair
of) the Nuclear Suppliers Group
(NSG). Argentina was accepted as
an NSG member in 1994, but has
applied the export regulations of the
so-called London Club since 1992.

In sum, every example of reluc-
tance to accept prohibitions and
controls from abroad can be ex-
plained without any need to assume
Argentina was seeking nuclear
weapons. Nonetheless, and without
claiming that it excludes the others,
there could have been another rea-
son that was never voiced officially.
Although the Argentinean govern-
ment always gave assurance that its
nuclear program had exclusively
peaceful objectives, it is probable
that there was one exception: the
possibility that a neighboring coun-
try, in particular Brazil, would
manufacture a nuclear weapon or, at
least, set off a peaceful nuclear ex-
plosion. It was always assumed,
without needing to be stated, that in
such a case, for strategic and national
security reasons, Argentina would
have no option but to do the same.14

Although this was never publicly
stated as a reason for refusing cer-
tain nonproliferation measures, it
would further explain the
Argentinean reluctance to accept
obligations that would legally pre-
vent it from responding in like man-
ner to the actions of its neighbor. At
that time neither Brazil nor Chile
had ratified the NPT or permitted
the Treaty of Tlatelolco to be applied
to themselves. This suggests these
two countries harbored the same fear
regarding a possible Argentine
nuclear explosion. Given this over-
all record of behavior, it can there-
fore be admitted that the adjectives
ambiguous and doubtful, which were

often used to describe Argentinean
nuclear policy, were not arbitrary,
nor were they the result of a particu-
lar prejudice against Argentina.15

THE PERIOD OF
TRANSITION, 1985-1989

The course pursued so consis-
tently for 35 years began to be modi-
fied when President Raúl Alfonsín
took over the government at the end
of 1983. It was the first really strong
civilian government that Argentina
had had for several decades. Its
immediate predecessor, a military
government that lasted seven years,
had ended under the cloud of defeat
in the South Atlantic war of 1982
and a deteriorating economic situa-
tion. The presidential elections were
clean, and a clear winner, Alfonsín,
emerged. Under these conditions,
the new president was able to imple-
ment one of his principal ideas on
foreign policy, the establishment of
a new basis for Argentina’s relations
with its neighboring countries, es-
pecially Brazil and Chile.

At the end of the 1970s, Argen-
tina and Chile had been at the brink
of open conflict over the possession
of some tiny islands in the extreme
south of the continent. Alfonsín re-
versed that state of affairs. He ne-
gotiated and concluded a Treaty of
Peace and Friendship with Chile in
1984, obtaining not only parliamen-
tary approval but also popular con-
sent through a referendum.

Argentina’s relations with Brazil
were not hostile but were character-
ized by the traditional rivalry and
competition existing between the
two countries since colonial times.
As they are the two largest and most
developed South American coun-
tries, good relations between them
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were not only important for the two
countries themselves but for the re-
gion as a whole. Yet all efforts to
achieve cooperation between these
two giants of South America had
foundered for various reasons.16

In 1985, a completely civilian
government assumed power in Bra-
zil after decades of governments
dominated by the military. Alfonsín
found an especially receptive part-
ner in the new Brazilian president,
José Sarney. Both leaders undertook
joint action aimed at ending once
and for all their ancient rivalry and
at establishing genuine cooperation
in a broad range of areas, particu-
larly in the socioeconomic field. An
Act of Argentinean-Brazilian Inte-
gration was signed in 1986, and dur-
ing the subsequent term of
Argentinean President Carlos
Menem the process of rapproche-
ment culminated in a treaty estab-
lishing a Common Market, which
came into effect on January 1, 1995.

Argentina and Brazil were com-
petitors in nuclear matters, so it was
natural that such an important and
politically sensitive subject should
be included in their process of rap-
prochement. The remarkable thing
is that such a thorny problem was
successfully tackled at the begin-
ning and not at the end of the bilat-
eral process, and that progress was
so rapid and so significant. Two fa-
vorable circumstances on the Ar-
gentine side contributed to this
achievement: President Alfonsín’s
personal ideas, which were infused
by a spirit of pacifism,17 and the
views of his Radical Party on the
Argentinean nuclear program. Most
of the Radical leaders were more
lukewarm in their support of nuclear
activities than the Peronists. Many
of them felt that the priority ac-

corded to the nuclear program was
not justified; that Argentina did not
need, at least not at that time,
nuclear electricity plants; and that
in any case the enormous resources
traditionally assigned to the nuclear
program were excessive, especially
at a time of increasing economic
hardship, and that they should to
some extent be used for other pur-
poses.

Nuclear rapprochement with Bra-
zil represents the foundation on
which all later changes in
Argentina’s international nuclear
policy rested.18  Without first resolv-
ing the challenging nuclear relation-
ship with Brazil, no Argentinean
government could have taken the
measures that transformed the
country’s nonproliferation posture.
The turning point in the nuclear re-
lationship with Brazil was an agree-
ment between the two countries
signed in 1980 by the then-president
of Brazil, General Figuereido, and
the then-Argentinean president,
General Videla. The agreement
failed to produce concrete results
for several reasons, most of them
having nothing to do with nuclear
matters, but its value lies in the fact
that it marked the end of competi-
tion and the beginning of coopera-
tion in nuclear questions.

Five years lapsed before the next
step was taken, when Presidents
Alfonsín and Sarney signed a Joint
Declaration on Common Nuclear
Policy. This was followed by a se-
ries of actions (state visits, mutual
technical assistance, interchange of
scientists and students, full two-way
flow of information, joint action in
the international arena) that resulted
in the establishment of a climate of
mutual trust and confidence.  With
these steps, fears on both sides that

their neighbor might be engaged in
nuclear weapon projects were defi-
nitely laid to rest.

This change of policy had to do
only with Brazil, however. Alfonsín
did not alter Argentina’s position on
Tlatelolco or the NPT. This last in-
strument was criticized again by
Alfonsín’s foreign minister, Dante
Caputo, when he visited the Geneva
Conference on Disarmament in
1984.19

Moreover, even the new relation-
ship with Brazil, although it suc-
ceeded in building mutual
confidence, did not call for recip-
rocal control measures, bilateral
safeguards, or inspections in the
two countries. Each was expected
to place its trust in the other’s good
faith and in the possibility of check-
ing up on suspicious activities by
visits, exchanges, etc., none of
which were enforceable. It was
President Menem, elected in 1989,
who continued this process to its
logical conclusion by implementing
legally binding agreements, which
completed the radical change in
Argentina’s nuclear policy.

THE NEW NUCLEAR
POLICY, 1990-1995

Alfonsín was personally so
closely associated with the new
course that it was feared that the new
policy might be sidelined or jetti-
soned after the end of his term. The
same doubts surfaced in Brazil a
year later, when President Sarney’s
tenure ended. But immediately af-
ter taking office, Argentina’s new
president, Carlos Menem, gave signs
of following the same policy. His
first visit abroad was to Brazil,
where he reaffirmed with Sarney the
commitment to continue the same
policy.
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It soon became apparent that the
confidence-building measures
adopted to that point by the two
states were not enough. They could
not completely allay all the doubts
still prevailing in certain quarters.
These doubts were fed by the suspi-
cion of some that the neighboring
country could still nurture secret
projects that would not be uncov-
ered by the informal agreements
then in place.

Perhaps even more important was
the fact that the rest of the interna-
tional community continued to be
deeply suspicious of the true nature
of the Argentinean and Brazilian
nuclear programs. Neither country
was bound by any legally enforce-
able system of control and verifica-
tion, and, even if a bilateral system
of mutual inspection were to be
implemented, no third party could
check whether the system was effec-
tive. Though improbable, the possi-
bility could not be excluded that the
two countries would enter into col-
lusion against an imaginary third
nation. Thus, even if Argentina and
Brazil had created a situation with
which they were both satisfied, this
was certainly not the case with the
rest of the international community.
It seemed necessary therefore to
implement a fundamental change in
Argentina’s nuclear policy.

Fortunately, President Menem
found a well-disposed partner in his
Brazilian counterpart, President
Fernando Collor de Mello, who suc-
ceeded Sarney. The two countries
took several important steps, which
can be summarized as follows:

• They signed, in November 1990,
a declaration on nuclear policy
that pointed the road to the estab-
lishment of a system of mutual

control, acceptance of full-scope
IAEA safeguards, and full acces-
sion to an amended Tlatelolco
Treaty.
• On July 18, 1991, they signed a
treaty in which they underlined
the peaceful nature of the two
nuclear programs, renounced the
right to conduct PNEs, and es-
tablished ABACC (Agencia
Brasileño-Argentina de
Contabilidad y Control de
Materiales Nucleares).
• On December 13, 1991, the four
parties (Argentina, Brazil,
ABACC, and the IAEA) signed a
full-scope safeguards agreement,
which was very similar to the
model applied to NPT parties.20

• At the same time, both countries
(along with Chile, the other Latin
American country outside the
Tlatelolco regime) agreed on a set
of amendments to be introduced
to the Tlatelolco Treaty, to im-
prove the functioning of its veri-
fication system. The amendments
were unanimously approved by a
conference of the treaty parties in
1992, and ratification by Argen-
tina and Chile took place on Janu-
ary 18, 1994. Brazil ratified the
treaty some months later, on May
30, 1994.

These steps came about much
sooner than had been expected. For
Argentina and Brazil, a commitment
not to manufacture nuclear weapons
or any other nuclear explosive de-
vice was now firmly anchored in the
bilateral declarations issued in the
second half of the 1980s, the
ABACC establishment in 1991, the
agreement with the IAEA, and their
full membership in Tlatelolco. The
sum total of all the obligations con-
tained in the latter three treaties, all
ratified by the parliaments of both

countries, represent a broader and
stricter complex of commitments
than those resulting from the provi-
sions of the NPT.

Given this, Brazil felt there was
no reason for it to join the NPT, as it
had already accepted more stringent
obligations than those required by
the NPT.21 The Argentine govern-
ment, although it started from the
same premise, arrived at the oppo-
site conclusion. Since it was already
bound by further reaching commit-
ments, why not also accede to the
NPT, which, rightly or wrongly,
had come to symbolize a nearly uni-
versal policy of nonproliferation of
nuclear weapons?

In the years 1985 to 1995, the pe-
riod in which all these changes oc-
curred, acceptance of the NPT was
never declared to be the final step
of the process. Among interested
observers, this development was not
foreseen at all, considering the al-
most 30 years of continuous
Argentinean criticism of this inter-
national instrument. The decision of
the Argentine government to seek
parliamentary approval of the ac-
ceptance of the NPT was thus unex-
pected. President Menem proposed
ratification to Congress on July 7,
1994, and first the Senate and then
the Chamber of Deputies gave their
approval with unusual speed and
without any complications. Cer-
tainly the opposition parties voted
against the proposal, but the major
debate and the bitter polemics that
had been expected simply did not
happen. Argentina deposited the in-
strument of ratification in Washing-
ton on February 10, 1995, and
became one of the most active ad-
vocates of the indefinite and uncon-
ditional extension of the NPT at the
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treaty review conference a few
months later. The contrast with the
attitudes of only a few years earlier
could not be more startling.

Analysis of this change shows that
Argentina’s turnabout is in the last
instance reasonable.22 It is true that
the treaty did not change, and still
has the same defects today as it did
in 1968. The Argentine government
could have continued to hold fast to
its past critical views if it based its
arguments solely on ideals and
principles. Alas! In practice inter-
national policies cannot be based
solely on moral or principled posi-
tions. Today there are more states
subscribing to the NPT than to any
other international disarmament
agreement. With very few excep-
tions, NPT members are the same
countries that belong to the United
Nations, the most representative
body of the international commu-
nity. Countries of any importance
on nuclear affairs that are not par-
ties of the NPT can be counted on
the fingers of one hand: for the ma-
jority of them, national security
motivates their policy.

The Republic of Argentina could
not invoke such arguments for not
joining the NPT. Failure to join
would have left a residue of doubt
about the sincerity of the new
nuclear policy. Despite the impor-
tant successes that Argentina had
achieved in nonproliferation, it
would have been named as one of
the small number of conspicuous
absentees from the international
nonproliferation club. Despite its
previous position, Brazil had no al-
ternative but to follow the same road
taken by Argentina, and it ratified
the NPT a few years later.

THE REASONS FOR THE
CHANGE IN NUCLEAR
POLICY

It could be argued that the title of
this section is erroneous, as
Argentina’s nuclear policy in cer-
tain key respects did not undergo a
fundamental change. Just as in the
past, this policy continues to be one
of utilizing atomic energy exclu-
sively for peaceful purposes under
the best possible conditions. State-
ments that the various measures de-
scribed in the previous section
forced the Argentine government to
halt or cancel a nuclear weapon pro-
duction project are totally wrong.
There was no project to cancel.

What did change from 1985 on-
wards, and especially after 1990,
was Argentina’s policy with regard
to the rest of the world, particularly
with regard to its neighbor and ri-
val, Brazil. Argentina decided—and
the importance of this decision
needs to be emphasized—to give
security guarantees in this area by
means of legally enforceable inter-
national treaties. The change prima-
rily involved a greater willingness
to accept international commitments
that reduced Argentina’s autonomy
in the nuclear realm. Whether a
policy of keeping options open in
case it might become necessary to
produce a nuclear weapon ever ac-
tually existed or not, it is certain that
this option disappeared completely
by the beginning of the 1990s.

So there is no doubt that some-
thing changed in Argentina. What
were the reasons for this change? At
least nine factors contributed to this
policy shift. Of these, the most im-
portant was probably the emergence
of a new attitude toward relations
with the United States.

The first factor that requires men-
tion, however, is the surprising and
rapid changes in the world situation
at this time. The existence or non-
existence of a “new world order”
could be discussed, but what is in-
disputable is that there were extraor-
dinary contextual changes. The
disappearance of one of the two
superpowers helped diminish the
importance of nuclear weapons,
whose utilization today in a conflict
seems almost impossible.

A second, parallel development
was an increase in the number of
binding agreements aimed at pre-
venting the proliferation of weapons
of mass destruction, and in the
number of states ratifying them.
Treaties negotiated in the 1980s
and 1990s established three new
nuclear-weapon-free zones and pro-
hibited chemical weapons. Even
more importantly, the NPT, which
Argentina had formerly been able
to ignore without incurring major
disadvantages, gradually developed
into an almost universal agreement
and thus became quasi-obligatory
for all countries. Staying aloof from
the NPT became increasingly diffi-
cult. Certainly the change in
Argentinean nuclear policy did not
consist only of its accession to the
NPT, but there is no doubt that the
growing consolidation of this treaty
was a clear indication that accept-
ing legally binding commitments in
the field of nonproliferation, even if
they were not connected to the NPT,
had ceased to be a voluntary option
and had become a politically ines-
capable obligation.

A third key factor was improved
relations with the United States. Af-
ter 100 years of more or less diffi-
cult, or at least never very cordial,
relations with the United States,
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President Menem’s government de-
cided to commit itself wholeheart-
edly to the West and to develop a
foreign policy of alignment with the
United States. As nonproliferation
was one the pillars of US interna-
tional policy, it would have been
counter-productive for the
Argentinean government to have
maintained a markedly different po-
sition on this issue.23

In addition, the United States and
its allies had long been carrying out
a campaign to pressure successive
Argentinean governments to change
their nuclear policy. Resisting this
pressure in the political and techno-
logical fields was expensive for Ar-
gentina, but not impossible. With the
passage of time, Argentina became
more and more isolated in the world
nuclear system, and the price to be
paid for this attitude became more
and more onerous. The costs im-
posed by international pressures
were thus a fourth factor, but given
the other forces at work the influ-
ence of these external pressures on
the change in the Argentinean atti-
tude should not be over-estimated.

A fifth, related factor was the in-
creasing difficulty in obtaining for-
eign technology. New restrictions
imposed by the Nuclear Suppliers
Group made themselves felt in Ar-
gentina. The Argentinean authori-
ties expected that changing their
attitude to international commit-
ments on nonproliferation would
facilitate or even precipitate consid-
erable international assistance in
this area. In retrospect, this view
seems overly optimistic. Moreover,
the run-down state of the Argen-
tinean nuclear industry has restricted
the need for international assistance
in technology and supplies.

The new status of Argentinean
nuclear activities was probably a
sixth factor, but certainly not a de-
cisive one, in Argentina’s attitude
change. Since 1950, the National
Commission for Atomic Energy, the
center of all nuclear activity in the
country, had been supported con-
stantly and amply—some said ex-
cessively—with financial and
human resources. The economic and
financial situation of the country
was deteriorating, however, and a
time arrived when it was no longer
possible to continue to grant such
preferential treatment to nuclear
activities.

In addition, Argentina’s rivalry
with Brazil had obliged each coun-
try to make efforts in the nuclear
field which were perhaps unneces-
sary, purely for the sake of maintain-
ing parity. Ending this race was a
seventh factor that contributed to
policy change, by making it possible
to avoid having to invest money in
non-essential activities. This is not
to say that the rapprochement with
Brazil was due solely or even pri-
marily to economic reasons. Rather,
the process was part of an all-em-
bracing philosophy that included
many matters other than just nuclear
energy. The nuclear realm was just
one part of a larger effort to place
relations between the two countries
on a new footing.

The establishment of a policy of
full cooperation in nuclear affairs
was facilitated by the fact that Bra-
zil and Argentina had similar or
even identical positions in interna-
tional fora, despite the competitive
spirit that characterized the two
countries’ nuclear programs. Mutual
support in international bodies was
the rule and not the exception. With

increasing frequency, a single del-
egate spoke to a conference in the
name of the two.

The personal influence of Presi-
dents Alfonsín and Menem was an
eighth important factor in
Argentina’s change of attitude to
nuclear affairs. Both took a direct
interest in the various activities that
were developing, and they both for-
mulated the general guidelines for
this process. Although Alfonsín’s
attention centered on the rapproche-
ment with Brazil, whereas Menem
concentrated on reaching binding
bilateral and multilateral agree-
ments, in both cases the leadership
of the president was particularly
effective. Further, Alfonsín and
Menem both headed especially solid
and stable governments, in stark
contrast to the situation of civilian
governments in preceding years.

A ninth factor that smoothed the
process was the decision to assign
the main responsibility to the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, rather than
to the nuclear authorities or a mili-
tary-dominated body, like a Coun-
cil of National Defense. Perhaps
because their people were better in-
formed about the international cli-
mate on the issue of non-
proliferation, and consequently
more disposed to take measures that,
seen from a national point of view,
were difficult to take, the initiative
and the vigor with which the foreign
office conducted operations must
be regarded as a major factor in the
final success of this process.

Obviously not all actions were
easy to take. Other state institutions
had to be consulted. In the case of
Argentina, despite some inevitable
differences in points of view, this
process was relatively simple. This
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may be because the two institutions
that had to be consulted, the CNEA
and the armed forces, were in a much
weaker state than in the past. CNEA
no longer had the budget and author-
ity of earlier years, and the armed
forces, whose support was abso-
lutely necessary since questions of
defense and national security were
often involved, had become more
willing to accept civilian rule after
the unfavorable experiences of the
preceding decades.

Trying to assess the relative
weight of these different reasons
for the change of Argentine policy
at the beginning of the 1990s, I be-
lieve the most important factor was
the decision of President Menem
to strongly align the Argentinean
government to the United States.
Regarding nonproliferation, not to
adopt policies particularly promoted
by the United States would after that
have been unthinkable. This align-
ment manifested itself, for example,
in Argentina sending a ship (it was
the only Latin American state to do
so) to cooperate in the Gulf War; in
Argentina’s support of the Haiti op-
eration; and in changing votes at the
United Nations General Assembly
to put Argentina more in conformity
with US positions. Not for nothing
was Argentina selected as a non-
member ally of NATO.

WHY ARGENTINA DID NOT
NEED NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Because Argentina for several
decades rejected legally binding in-
ternational nonproliferation com-
mitments, a question naturally
arises: why did Argentina, which
possessed the necessary technology
to develop nuclear weapons, choose
not to do so? Mainstream analyses
emphasize two reasons why a coun-

try might desire to manufacture
nuclear weapons: national security
and prestige. If we analyze the stra-
tegic situation of Argentina and the
surrounding region, we can easily
arrive at the conclusion that the
country had no need for nuclear
weapons for its defense and security,
assuming for the moment that the
possession of those weapons en-
hances, rather that diminishes, na-
tional security.24

South America is an extraordinar-
ily peaceful continent, in compari-
son with other parts of the world.
Almost all the current disputes be-
tween South American countries
concern border questions, an inher-
itance from the colonial era when
borders were frequently not clearly
demarcated. These disputes have for
the most part been resolved peace-
fully. The remaining cases have re-
sulted in minor hostilities from time
to time, but no major wars have
broken out in South America for
more than 60 years.

In the past Argentina had a series
of border disputes with Chile, which
have now all been resolved peace-
fully. Waging war on this account
would have been irrational, but even
if war had ensued, the use of nuclear
weapons would have been not only
irrational but unimaginable. The
stakes could not possibly justify
such a use, and geographic proxim-
ity would have meant that the coun-
try using nuclear weapons would
suffer harm itself as well.

In the case of Brazil, border con-
flicts in the last century were re-
solved by arbitration. The latent
rivalry during the 20th century
never developed into an armed con-
flict, but was rather a contest for the
supposed leadership of South

America, never clearly defined and
never excluding a good relationship
in other areas or indeed cordial bi-
lateral relations during some peri-
ods. There was a dispute over the
utilization of the waters of the Paraná
River in the 1970s, resolved by an
agreement signed in 1979, but this
would certainly never have led to
war. The resolution of this dispute
did, however, facilitate the first step
in the bilateral nuclear relationship,
taken in 1980.

Even if we admit for argument’s
sake the possibility of a major con-
flict erupting between Argentina and
one of its neighbors, two circum-
stances are evident:

• In today’s world, with the United
Nations and the Organization of
American States, this hypotheti-
cal armed conflict could not real-
istically last longer than two or
three days, during which time the
parties would doubtless act with
one eye firmly on the two organi-
zations charged with maintaining
international peace and security.
They would not want to take steps
that would make them appear as
the aggressor or as potentially
willing to be the first state to use
nuclear weapons since 1945.
• Whatever the nature of this
imaginary conflict, the use of
nuclear weapons would be simple
madness. The consequences of us-
ing these weapons would be po-
litically and physically so serious
that the final result would be a
disaster for the side using them.

The old argument for the deter-
rent power of nuclear weapons also
does not carry any weight in South
America. The use of nuclear weap-
ons in South America would be so
crazy that the threat to use them
would not have any credibility, un-



Julio C. Carasales

The Nonproliferation Review/Fall 199962

less we are talking of the actions of
totalitarian, irrational governments.
In practice, the security of any state
that sought to acquire nuclear weap-
ons would be seriously weakened
instead of strengthened. The emer-
gence of a new nuclear power, and
the imbalance this would create in
regional and world power structures,
would inevitably be met with sanc-
tions and other forms of pressure by
the major powers, perhaps even in-
cluding the use of force. It would be
practically suicidal for a Latin
American country to take a nuclear
path to war.

These considerations are valid
even in the case of the 1982 conflict
in the South Atlantic, which caused
some Argentine citizens, for the
only time in Argentinean history, to
want the country to possess nuclear
weapons. In this conflict a develop-
ing country confronted a nuclear
power. It was believed that the Brit-
ish naval forces had nuclear weap-
ons on board, even if this was
because they had not had time to re-
move them. Even accepting that
their possible use was “unthinkable,”
as British delegates claimed at vari-
ous international fora, the fear that
their mere presence inspired put the
Argentinean forces at a disadvan-
tage. More than one Argentinean
thus considered that the outcome
could have been different, or at least
the defeat would not have been so
humiliating, if his country had pos-
sessed nuclear weapons, even with-
out using them.

However, the case of the South
Atlantic conflict does not invalidate
the points of view expressed previ-
ously. If Argentina had possessed
nuclear weapons, the invasion of
the Malvinas (Falklands) in 1982
would not have been less risky or

senseless, no matter how justified
Argentina’s 150-year-old claim of
sovereignty. Brandishing nuclear
weapons in the face of an enemy that
possessed them in much greater
number and had much more efficient
and numerous means of delivery
would have been irrational, and the
outcome of the conflict would not
have been different.

In terms of national security mo-
tivations, therefore, we must con-
clude that the Argentinean
government acted sensibly in not
launching a program for developing
nuclear weapons. Even if, at the be-
ginning of the nuclear program, it
might have considered this option,
it soon abandoned these thoughts,
no doubt inspired by its understand-
ing of the best interest of the coun-
try.

Some of the considerations al-
ready mentioned are also applicable
to the manufacture of nuclear weap-
ons for reasons of prestige. Many
countries believe that the possession
of nuclear weapons brings with it
connotations of prestige or, and this
is essentially similar, an increase of
the status of a country in the inter-
national community. Perhaps it is a
coincidence, but it is also a fact that
the five permanent members of the
UN Security Council, with veto
rights, are the five powers recog-
nized by the NPT as possessing
nuclear weapons.

From this point of view it can at
least be imagined that a country,
even if it does not require nuclear
weapons to ensure its security, could
consider the manufacture of such
weapons a means of projecting a
stronger presence internationally. In
this view, it is not absurd that some
Brazilians could have believed that
the likelihood of their country ob-

taining a permanent seat on the Se-
curity Council—an objective which
it is at present striving to achieve—
could be measurably increased by
Brazil having carried out a nuclear
explosion, even if only once. In any
case that country’s aspirations to be
regarded as a great power, as it con-
siders its due given its size, popula-
tion, and strength, would be
reinforced. That this reasoning is
nonetheless wrong is shown by the
fact that India, with good chances of
having been selected as a permanent
member for Asia, has seen those
chances greatly diminished by its
recent nuclear weapons tests.

In any case it cannot be doubted
that the fear of such an act by Brazil
was present in the minds of inter-
ested Argentinean observers, and
may have been one reason for their
unwillingness to accept interna-
tional control. The repercussions of
a Brazilian atomic explosion in Ar-
gentina would have been extraordi-
narily negative, and the government
would have been practically obliged
to follow suit. It is not logical to sup-
pose that in such a situation the
Argentinean authorities would have
been content to accept restrictions,
especially if their neighbor was not
subject to any.25

Perhaps the Brazilians had simi-
lar feelings regarding Argentina,
which would somewhat explain the
similarity of the two countries’ po-
sitions in international fora. The
fears would have been mutual, and
the policies coherent. The recipro-
cal lack of trust could have contin-
ued indefinitely, resulting in
spiraling costs. Fortunately common
sense prevailed, and through bilat-
eral and multilateral treaties the two
countries overcame their mutual
distrust. The fear of their neighbor
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detonating a nuclear explosion has
disappeared.

Chile has been mentioned as the
other country with which
Argentina’s relations were some-
times stormy. However, Argentina
had no fears of Chile’s nuclear po-
tential. Its nuclear industry was not
very well developed, and its refusal
to join the NPT or to allow
Tlatelolco to be applied to itself was
tied to the Argentinean position.
When Argentina changed that posi-
tion, Chile changed too.

Thus, although prestige consider-
ations may have had some influence
on Argentinean policy, it was only
indirect. As long as Argentina feared
that Brazil might explode a nuclear
device for prestige reasons, it was
unwilling to foreclose its own op-
tions. For itself, Argentina had nei-
ther security nor prestige
motivations to seek the bomb.

To return to the question raised at
the start of this section: why were
nuclear weapons not developed
when it was legally possible to do
so? I believe the underlying reason
is that Argentina’s orientation is
peaceful, so that it did not appear
useful or necessary to possess
nuclear weapons. Argentina has
not fought a war in the last 130
years, with the exception of the
1982 conflict. It does not have ter-
ritorial ambitions. The Malvinas
(Falklands) and other islands in the
South Atlantic are not regarded as
new territory to be conquered, but
as territory that was taken from
Argentina by force, at the height of
the European colonial era, and
whose restitution Argentina has been
demanding for over 150 years. Ar-
gentina has no major problems at
present with neighboring countries,
and any which may occur in the fu-

ture will certainly be resolved peace-
fully, as they were in the past. What
point would there be then in devel-
oping nuclear weapons, except to
gratify an irrational nationalism?

Thus, when circumstances were
favorable for giving the international
community sureties of good faith,
Argentina did not have to abandon
any nuclear weapon program,
whether publicized or secret. There
was no secret program to cancel.
Argentina gave ample sureties be-
cause the international scene was
changing, because its objectives of
mastering nuclear technology had
been achieved, and because the prin-
cipal reasons for its distrust had
ceased to exist. Argentina was al-
ways a careful nuclear supplier and,
at present, is a member of the
Nuclear Suppliers Group, whose
guidelines it follows for all nuclear
and armaments exports.26

In other words, what must be
emphasized is that the long-term be-
havior of Argentina in nuclear mat-
ters was neither erratic nor
dangerous. Argentina never had any
ambition to wage nuclear war, nor
did Argentina judge it opportune or
necessary to possess nuclear weap-
ons. No political party ever proposed
developing an atomic bomb. Argen-
tina always kept to the path of
peaceful utilization of nuclear en-
ergy. The legally binding obligations
Argentina entered into in the 1990s
only formalized and made manda-
tory Argentina’s already existing,
long-term nuclear policy.
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