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How to Become a Customer: Lessons from
the Nuclear Negotiations between the U.S.,
Canada and Romania in the 1960s
Eliza Gheorghe
Civil nuclear cooperation agreements (NCAs) have returned to the
nuclear policy limelight due to several recent deals, including those with
India in 2005, with the UAE in 2009 and Vietnam in 2010. Despite their
popularity (over 2,000 NCAs have been signed to date)1 and apparent
utility, civil nuclear cooperation agreement negotiations are fraught with
the possibility of deception.
New archival evidence, for example, shows how in the 1960s and 1970s
communist Romania successfully sold its image as an ‘independent
maverick’ to the Western world in an effort to secure nuclear technology
assistance. The Romanian Communist Party regularly reinforced this
image by offering concrete services to the West, including functioning
as a secret communication channel to Vietnam between 1967 and 1968.
Despite failing to deliver any substantive results in its mediations,
Romania’s reputation remained intact and continued to be used as
currency in its dealings with the Western world. This historical example
shows that the U.S. was much more prone to pay heed to appearance
instead of substance.
When dealing with current ‘mavericks,’ the U.S. can improve its tactics by
drawing a few lessons from the U.S.-Romanian NCA negotiations: trust
but verify, because appearances are often deceiving.
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The United States has cooperated with

the enemies of their enemies.2 Yet this

countries around the world to advance the

literature on the reasons why suppliers

peaceful uses of nuclear energy ever since

choose to transfer nuclear technology can

President Dwight Eisenhower’s 1953 Atoms

benefit from recent archival breakthroughs.

for Peace proposal. Several countries,
such as India, the UAE and Vietnam, have
recently sought out U.S. assistance for their
civilian nuclear programs through nuclear
cooperation agreements. While the focus
has been mainly on the consequences of
these agreements—particularly the 2005
U.S.-India nuclear deal which many argue
broke down the legal and normative
barriers that had previously prevented
U.S. nuclear cooperation with non Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) member
states—the processes that lead to these
accords invites a less studied, yet interesting
question: how do small countries maneuver
to become customers of major nuclear
suppliers?

This NPIHP Issue Brief examines how one
Cold War maverick, Romania, pursued
ostensibly civilian nuclear assistance from
the U.S. and Canada. As early as 1964, U.S.
analysts identified Romania as a country
which had the potential to go nuclear.3
Despite these qualms, and not suspecting
how contrived Romania’s reputation as an
anti-Soviet maverick really was, the U.S.
proceeded to sign a nuclear cooperation
agreement with Romania in 1969 which
provided Romania with a research reactor,
85lbs of highly enriched uranium fuel, a
heavy water plant, and scholarships for
Romanian scientists in the U.S. At the
same time, the U.S. gave the go-ahead for
Romania’s purchase of a CANDU heavy

New evidence from archives in Bucharest,

water reactor from Canada. What historians

Ottawa, and Washington, D.C., on Romania’s

now know on the basis of declassified

efforts to obtain U.S. and Canadian nuclear

Romanian government documents is that

assistance in the 1960s and 1970s suggests

in the 1960s and 1970s the communist

that sometimes small actors are not as

leadership in Romania leveraged its not-

harmless as their size would indicate. Their

entirely deserved reputation as a Warsaw

versatility and potential for manipulation

Pact maverick to pursue nuclear technology

may enable them to punch above their

not only for civilian purposes, but also to

weight and turn the tables on much more

keep the nuclear weapons option in its

powerful players in international politics.

pocket.4

Given the high financial, security, and
proliferation stakes of such deals, ‘getting
to yes’ is always difficult.
Some scholars who have done work on
nuclear assistance point out that nuclear
suppliers engage in NCAs because they
want to strengthen their relationships with
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The Enemy of My Enemy Is My
Customer
Throughout the Détente era of the late 1960s
and 1970s, the Romanian communist regime
seemed to tick all the boxes in the United
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States’ ‘enemy of the enemy’ checklist.

be independent of Mcow [Moscow] that

Despite having the official trappings of a

Ceauşescu’s

Soviet ally, Romania’s independent foreign

Brezhnev at Sovia [Sofia] on November 16,

policy received Western praise for resisting

on holding of international conference on

and disturbing Soviet plans for military

CPS to read China out of movement.”9 Later

coordination within the Warsaw Pact.5

on, Williams urged Canada to increase its

Bucharest’s

the

trade and commercial links with Romania

Council for Mutual Economic Assistance

so as to allow the communist leadership in

(CMEA) stymied Moscow’s program for

Bucharest to maintain its independence.10

economic integration and specialization,

Williams was one of the main proponents

and gave way to increasing trade relations

of the sale of Canadian nuclear technology

with the West. Moreover, Romania directly

to Romania. He repeatedly rebuked the

threatened Moscow’s interests in various

Canadian Ministry for External Affairs for

international issues, such as the German

being “unnecessarily rigid in our stance”

Question, the Sino-Soviet split, the Six-Day

and for “forfeiting both commercial and

War, and the invasion of Czechoslovakia,

diplomatic advantages.”11

obstructionism

within

6

by publicly denouncing Soviet actions or
openly supporting Moscow’s rivals.7

forthright

opposition

to

Williams’ views echoed the convictions
of

several

high-ranking

officials

in

Declassified Canadian Ministry of External

Washington, in particular of U.S. Secretary

Affairs documents show that the image

of State Dean Rusk. He advocated the

resulting from Romania’s behavior towards

application of a ‘policy of differentiation’

the Soviet Union bolstered its ability to get

to Romania, comparable to the one Poland

a Canadian-designed CANDU heavy water

and Yugoslavia had benefitted from.12 This

reactor which, if ‘unsafeguarded,’ could

approach, which involved offering rewards

have been used to produce weapons-

to those countries in the Soviet sphere

usable

in

of influence which did not toe Moscow’s

November 1966, the Canadian Ambassador

line, aimed at showcasing the benefits

to Belgrade, Bruce Williams, reported in

disobedience could bring. Rusk believed

his telegram to the Canadian Ministry for

that Romanian leader Nicolae Ceaușescu’s

External Affairs that “Romania’s overtures

ascent to power in March 1965 marked

to us in the nuclear field [are] a similar

a watershed in the history of Romanian

manifestation of a desire to establish

communism, as his independent style would

economic

Mcow

take Romania closer to the West. Rusk’s

[Moscow].” This economic independence

strong belief that Romania pursued an

was part and parcel of Romania’s increasing

independent course helped the communist

political autonomy. In the same telegram,

leadership in Bucharest with several aspects

he

of their request for nuclear technology.

plutonium.

noted

8

For

independence

that

“in

the

instance,

of

international

sphere nothing could demonstrate more
clearly

Roumanians’

determination

to
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Cutting the Gordian Knot: HalfHearted Romanian Efforts to End the
War in Vietnam

in the Vietnam War. The Soviet Union

Though

Romania

Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV).15

primarily sought Canadian nuclear reactor

However, according to George Herring, a

technology,

was

historian of the Vietnam War negotiations,

needed for Romania to overcome the

Washington was most hopeful about the

hurdles imposed by the Coordinating

Romanian effort. The Americans named

Committee for Multilateral Export Controls

this initiative PACKERS (for the Green Bay

(CoCom), which regulated East-West trade,

Packers professional football team) because,

and by the U.S. Mutual Defense Assistance

as

Control Act (also known as the Battle Act)

secretary, Benjamin Read, commented, it

of 1954. The problem was complicated by

looked like a ‘winner.’16

in

the

late

1960s

Washington’s

backing

the fact that both Romania and Canada
needed Rusk’s help to obtain Washington’s
approval for the transfer of U.S.-owned
heavy water technology, which would not
have been forthcoming had Rusk known, as
we know now, about Romania’s economic
and military assistance to North Vietnam.

13

together

with

Poland,

Hungary,

Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia functioned
as back-channels between the U.S. and the

the

State

Department’s

executive

American confidence in the Romanian
back channel was not borne out in the
results, however. After approaching Hanoi
in January 1968, and being rebuffed, the
Romanians failed to inform the U.S. until 12
February.17 The Vietnamese reply struck the
Americans as a ‘very very flat turndown.’18

In the face of these challenges, the ‘maverick

As the Romanians stalled the PACKERS

satellite’ image was not strong enough, on

mediation effort, the North Vietnamese took

its own, for Romania to obtain the nuclear

the U.S. by surprise with the launch of the

technology that it sought. Therefore, in late

Tet Offensive.

1967, the Romanian communist leadership
came up with an ‘ingenious’ solution:
bringing the Vietnam War to an end by
means of negotiations.14 The Romanians
tried to assume the role of secret mediator
between the Americans and the North
Vietnamese, relaying several key messages
between Washington and Hanoi by means
of the ‘shuttle diplomacy’ carried out by
Romanian Deputy Foreign Minister George
Macovescu in January 1968.

Despite Romania’s failure to make progress
in Hanoi, and the significant delay in
communicating this failure to the U.S., policymakers in Washington were now convinced
of Romania’s maverick credibility. This was
crucial for Bucharest’s pursuit of Western
nuclear

assistance.

Decision-makers

in

Washington, overwhelmed as they were
by the sudden and terrible turn of events in
Indochina, did not dwell on the causes of the
Romanians’ unsuccessful mediation, and

Eastern

quickly rewarded the communist leadership

European country to offer its good-offices

in Bucharest for its diplomatic and political

Romania

4

itself,

was

not

the

first
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services by expediting the negotiations on

government documents—now declassified

the nuclear deal.

—suggest that the reasons for which the

For example, at the end of April 1968, Rusk
told Mitchell Sharp, the newly-appointed
Canadian State Secretary for External
Affairs, about how impressed he had been
with the Romanians, in particular with
Foreign Minister Corneliu Mănescu (then
president of the United Nations General
Assembly) and his colleagues who “had
carried out abortive explorations with the
North Vietnamese a short while ago.” Rusk
added that “the Roumanians had played

Romanians’ mediation initiative did not
succeed deserved more attention from
Washington. Had he understood at the
time that Romania not only intentionally
delayed telling the U.S. about Hanoi’s lack
of interest in negotiating, but also failed
to inform the U.S. of its knowledge of the
upcoming Tet offensive, Romania certainly
would not have won Rusk’s gratitude, or his
vocal support for the Canadian-Romanian
nuclear deal.

their part with integrity. They had reported

While the Romanian back channel was

the negative as well as any positive elements

doomed to failure because the political and

in the responses received from Hanoi.”

military leadership in Hanoi was not serious

Rusk’s belief that Romania had acted in
good faith on the United States’ behalf led
him to give the Canadians the long-awaited
green light to seal the nuclear deal with
Romania: “if Canada and Romania could
agree on something, there would be no
squawk out of the USA administration.”19
Soon after the Rusk-Sharp meeting, a
memo from the Department of State to the
Canadian Embassy in Washington, D.C.
noted that “the executive branch [in the
U.S.] would probably itself be prepared
positively

to

support

any

Canadian

about sitting down at the negotiations table
with the Americans,21 this fact opened the
door to other opportunities for Romania to
aid the American cause—which it shirked.
Most prominently, the Romanians knew
that the Vietnamese were getting ready for
the Tet offensive, but they did not inform
the U.S. about these preparations. The new
documents showing Bucharest’s complicity
with

Hanoi

support

historian

George

Herring’s suspicion that “what the United
States viewed as the most promising peace
initiative may well have been the least.”22

application to CoCom.”20 The image the

Herring also shows that for Romania, the

Romanians projected, not the outcomes of

purpose of the PACKERS initiative was

their actions, shaped decision-making in

two-fold: first, to make policy-makers in

Washington and Ottawa.

Washington believe that all was well so
that the Tet Offensive could catch them off-

The Frenemy of My Enemy

guard; and second, to deliver a PR coup

What Rusk could not have known in

public opinion against the U.S., so that

1968 was that then top secret Romanian

Hanoi could negotiate from a position

by mobilizing American and international
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of strength. The Romanians knowingly

described as ‘confrontational cooperation.’

facilitated

of

Both Moscow and Bucharest realized that

‘talking while fighting.’ Moreover, through

the appearance of ‘independence,’ fuelled by

this

DRV

Romania’s controversial foreign policy moves,

obtain some tactical advantages, such as

could occasionally prove useful,26 as it did in

the reduced bombing around Hanoi and

the case of nuclear technology transfers.

the Vietnamese

deception,

they

strategy

helped

the

Haiphong during George Macovescu’s visit
to North Vietnam in January 1968.23 Finally,
the Romanians withheld the message from
the North Vietnamese to the Americans
until 12 February, in part because of
distracting negotiations between Moscow
and Bucharest over the Soviet-Romanian
Friendship Treaty, and in part, because both
the Romanians’ and the Soviets’ preference
to hold back.24 Moscow represented one of
the recurrent stops in Macovescu’s shuttle
diplomacy, which allowed the Romanians
to

consult

with

the

Soviets

on

the

development of the Vietnam War and about
Romania’s mediation between Washington
and Hanoi.25

Because of the Romanians’ skillful use
of

selective

secrecy,

policy-makers

in

Washington were unaware that they were
being manipulated by the communist
leadership in Bucharest, and therefore
continued to view Romania as a ‘maverick
satellite.’ In the era of Détente, boundaries
between the superpowers’ spheres of
influence were not as rigid as during the
First Cold War. Therefore, small powers,
like Romania, could pursue multiple nonmutually exclusive alignments. Therefore,
Bucharest could build bridges to Washington
and Ottawa while contributing to the victory
of socialism and the defeat of capitalism,
according to a pattern which the author of

The Romanians’ collusion with both the

this brief calls ‘cooperative competition.’

Vietnamese and the Soviets undermined
the strategic value Romania offered to the
U.S. Rather than being the ‘enemy of the
enemy,’ Romania was a ‘frenemy of the

For countries like Romania, the era of Détente

enemy.’ In its foreign policy, the communist

entailed great risks and overwhelming

leadership in Bucharest may have been

constraints, but also enticing benefits. The

more concerned about Romania’s national

fact that Washington and Moscow agreed to

interests

Moscow

disagree made it harder for small powers

wanted, but doing so did not prevent it

like Romania to play the two superpowers

from cooperating with the Soviet Union

against each other.

than

about

what

on specific issues. Since Bucharest both
helped and defied Moscow on various
international

matters,

the

relationship

between Romania and the USSR can be
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The

increasingly

complex

multipolar

environment that we are operating in today
makes it all the more important that policy-
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makers negotiating NCAs tread carefully.

and ‘confrontational cooperation’ make it

To avoid being manipulated, they should

increasingly difficult to distinguish who is

pay more attention to who is behind the

an enemy, who is a frenemy, and who is a

various ‘enemies of enemies’ Washington

friend.

deals with. Some are real, others can be
deceptive. The circumstances in which they
make their appearance also matter. Some
‘enemies of the enemy’ prove useful in
periods of bipolarity, while others in times
of multipolarity. In such a setting, the U.S.
should not rush to give the green light on
a nuclear technology transfer to a potential
‘enemy of the enemy’ before checking
whether this actor is considering a latent
nuclear capability, or is cooperating with
one of its rivals on issues that may affect
America’s security. If ‘the enemy of the
enemy’ looks too good to be true, additional
resources should be allocated to certify it is
not a carefully crafted mirage. Finally, given
the flux and uncertainty characteristic of
periods of multipolarity, decision-makers
in Washington should take into account the
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risks that can be incurred if an ‘enemy of
the enemy’ switches sides and becomes the
‘frenemy of the enemy.’
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