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Fifty years ago, on 6-7 April 1967, the Nuclear Planning Group (NPG) held its first 
ministerial meeting in Washington under the chairmanship of Secretary of Defence Robert 
McNamara. To commemorate this important event in NATO consultations the current 
Secretary General, Stoltenberg, has compiled a book containing documents leading up to 
this meeting, which have not been released previously. This article looks back on the 
origins of the Nuclear Planning Group. First, it follows the history of the NPG as described 
in NATO’s new book. The article ends with personal reflections on the years following the 
creation of the NPG.  

The NPG was an important step involving all members of the Alliance in nuclear matters. It 
shifted the discussion from ‘hardware’ solutions to a ‘planning solution’, which greatly 
enhanced confidence in US involvement in countering Soviet aggression in Europe, but left 
the ultimate decision to use nuclear weapons in the hands of the US President. 

In the years after the Sputnik launch by the USSR several proposals were made for sending 
missiles to Europe. As SACEUR, General Norstad in 1957 argued against massive retaliation 
and wanted a ‘shield’ of conventional forces to create a ‘pause’ in the escalation process, 
and a ‘spear’ of Intermediate Range Ballistic Missiles able to strike deep into Soviet territory. 
Countering him was Robert Bowie’s proposal in1960 for a Multilateral Force (MLF)starting 
with the assignment of a number of US missile submarines to SACEUR followed up by mixed 
manned multilateral vessels.  

Athens Guidelines 

The book goes back to a Secret Special Report by Secretary General Stikker of 17 April, 1962, 
in preparation of the ministerial meeting of the NATO Council in Athens on 4-6 May, and a 
17-page Cosmic Top Secret statement by Secretary McNamara at that session, which 
produced the ‘Athens Guidelines’. Stikker’s report was very personal. He recalled the 
instruction of the Oslo meeting of May 1961 “to develop policy guidelines for NATO defence 
plans and programmes” and his attempt to present what appeared to him to be a general 
consensus of opinion on the role of NATO forces. But his informal paper had been found 
controversial by some delegations and, owing to the pressure of events in Berlin, was never 
formally discussed in the Permanent Council. So the ministerial meeting of December 1961 
could only ask for continuation of the work early in the new year. Stikker was impressed by 
the difficulty of making progress with a discussion in which so many different, yet inter-
connected, questions were involved, “and which was apt to develop into a vicious circle”. 
He wanted to avoid a deep theoretical discussion of NATO strategy and saw four main 
headings under which Council action was required: the control of the use of nuclear 
weapons; the Medium Range Ballistic Missile (MRBM) requirement; the US offer of 



commitment of Polaris submarines to NATO; and NATO’s requirements in conventional 
forces.  

It seemed to Stikker that first an attempt should be made to reach agreement on the 
problem of political control of nuclear weapons currently at the disposal of NATO forces. If a 
method could be found it would also create the basis for control of subsequent nuclear 
weapons “and remove some of the uncertainties which inhibited consideration of the 
MRBM requirement”. In February 1962 he went to Washington and was encouraged to 
follow this step by step approach: 

“Firstly, the present situation should be clarified by means of a formal assurance — from the 
US that they would continue to make available for the Alliance the nuclear weapons 
adequate in number and kind to meet the needs of NATO defence — and from the US and 
the UK governments that he operational plans of their strategic forces provided for the 
interdiction of all Soviet missile bases not presently covered by the forces of SACEUR and 
SACLANT. Secondly, with these assurances solidly behind us, we should explore the means 
of associating all members of the Alliance more closely with the political control over the 
use of the nuclear weapons now in possession of the forces assigned or earmarked for 
NATO.” 

Stikker mentioned some options for establishing a ‘multilateral decision making machinery’, 
such as: decision by a restricted group acting on behalf of the Alliance; decision by the US if 
the government of the country attacked so requested and if this request was supported by 
SACEUR; a system of weighted voting; or creation of a NATO nuclear weapons agency. 
Seeing difficulties in reaching agreement on any of these suggestions he proposed an early 
and at least temporary solution by seeking a formal agreement of the US government that 
its President would act for NATO and, in reaching a decision on the use of nuclear weapons 
in defence of the NATO area, the US would be governed upon previously agreed principles 
and guidelines. Stikker proposed to establish a NATO Nuclear Committee and to agree on 
the following text, which became known as the “Athens Guidelines”: 

“As regards the possible recourse by NATO to nuclear weapons in its self-defence: (a) in the 
event of an unmistakable Soviet attack with nuclear weapons in the NATO area, the forces 
of the Alliance should respond with nuclear weapons on the scale appropriate to the 
circumstance. The possibilities for consultation in this context are extremely limited. (b) In 
the event of a full-scale attack by the Soviet Union with conventional forces, indicating the 
opening of general hostilities in any sector of the NATO area, the forces of the Alliance 
should, if necessary, respond with nuclear weapons on the scale appropriate to the 
circumstances. It is anticipated that time will in this case permit consultation. (c) In the 
event of a Soviet attack not fulfilling those conditions described in (a) and (b) above but 
which threatened the integrity of the forces and the territory attacked and which could not 
be successfully held with the existing conventional forces, the decision to use nuclear 
weapons would be subject to prior consultation in the Council.” 

In his statement in Athens McNamara repeated his assurances of the previous December: 
Alliance nuclear forces are numerically larger than those of the Soviet Union, more 
diversified, better deployed and protected, and on a higher state of alert. They are combat 
ready and able to engage in flexible and decisive action. He again expressed confidence in 



the ability of the Alliance to maintain its superiority over the Sino-Soviet Bloc in a general 
nuclear war even though we must face the prospect of great and growing damage if 
deterrence should fail. Then he had argued that the Alliance should bring its non-nuclear 
force to a better balance with its nuclear forces. This time he would also discuss the 
problem of general nuclear war and its deterrence and the linkage between the two types 
of forces in relation to deterrence. 

Nuclear objectives 

McNamara saw the principal military objective in case of a nuclear attack as the destruction 
of the enemy’s military forces while attempting to preserve the fabric as well as the integrity 
of allied society. He was against a strategy which targets nuclear forces only on cities or a 
mixture of civil and military targets. The US had instituted a number of programs which 
would enable the Alliance to engage in a controlled and flexible nuclear response in the 
event that deterrence should fail. It would be possible to match the yield of the weapons to 
the targets to be attacked. In 1962 SACEUR’s threat list included 700 targets against which 
1,800 weapons were scheduled. In addition, a powerful and survivable second-strike force 
would be maintained. McNamara stressed in particular three vital attributes: unity of 
planning, executive authority, and central direction, for in a major nuclear war there were 
no theatres, or rather: the theatre was worldwide. He also made an important point on the 
use of tactical nuclear weapons (TNW): NATO could no longer expect to avoid nuclear 
retaliation in the event itself initiated the use of TNWs. Perhaps a very limited use to 
demonstrate our will and intent to deploy them might bring Soviet aggression to a halt, but 
the chances of success of this ‘next-to-last option’ were not very high. 

In Athens, the Guidelines were not yet formally adopted as Italy needed more time to take a 
position and France distanced herself from the guidelines but would participate in the 
establishment of a NATO Nuclear Committee. That Committee did not do much work and 
was mainly involved with an agreement on cooperation regarding atomic information. It 
would take till 1965 before Secretary General Brosio could take a new initiative: a Special 
Committee of ten Defence Ministers met on 27 November and heard a briefing by General 
van Rolleghem, SACEUR’s Deputy for Nuclear Affairs, a new post created after the 1962 
meeting. He described his activities as preparation of Emergency Defence Plans, Nuclear 
Strike Plans and Programs, participation in Nuclear Weapons Requirements Studies, and 
preparation for control and execution procedures for both General War and Aggression-
less-than General War . 

The objectives of NATO nuclear forces in General War were: to destroy the enemy’s nuclear 
capability; to disrupt as far as possible the enemy’s command and control facilities; and to 
destroy or render ineffective the enemy’s air, land, and sea forces. In a situation less than 
General War nuclear forces had as their objectives: to halt and contain the aggression and 
restore the integrity of NATO territory (by selective use of nuclear weapons) and to 
preserve, insofar as possible, the General War capability of the nuclear strike forces by a 
high degree of readiness (for Quick Reaction Alert - QRA - less than 15 minutes) and 
dispersal. General War targets would have to be covered by several weapons, while for 
Aggression-less-than-General War no specific target programme was developed. 



Deputy SACEUR underlined the fundamental military principle of central control of all 
procedures, plans and programmes for nuclear capable forces. General employment would 
start with the ‘R-Hour message’ from SACLANT or SACEUR or both, unlocking the Permissive 
Action Link on the weapons held by allies. A selective release could be requested by a 
subordinate commander, but would need the support of a Major NATO Commander. 

The creation of the NPG 

During 1966 a Special Committee of 10 Defence Ministers met several times and formed 
three Working Groups, each consisting of five countries: Intelligence and other data; 
communications; and Nuclear Planning. They prepared the Defence Planning Committee 
(DPC) of December 1966 where several interesting points emerged. There was a general 
underpinning of the need for an organization or procedure for continuous review at the 
highest political-military level with the arguments that the selective use of nuclear weapons 
must be subject to political decision. Pre-delegation, in general, presented serious political 
difficulties. 

Minister Hellyer of Canada, in the middle of reorganizing its military forces, was the least 
positive and suggested that the report should be referred to the Military Committee for 
further consideration rather than being discussed at this meeting of the DPC. In 1964 his 
country had already proposed to undertake a broad analysis of institutional developments 
since the start of NATO in 1949. Now this was taken up by Belgium and led to the Harmel 
Report on the Future Tasks of the Alliance, which for twenty years would determine the 
joint approach of defence and détente. 

Secretary McNamara reacted to Denis Healey (UK) who had given a pessimistic appraisal of 
the relative strength of Soviet and NATO capabilities and questioned the need for the 
existing type of conventional forces: combat duration might be as short as fifteen days. 
Later in the meeting, Healey felt he had been misunderstood: if Allied capability was greater 
than he himself imagined, there was considerable scope for reduction of conventional 
forces. If not, conventional forces became indispensable to the overall defence posture. 
Healey personally felt that the conventional factor should be to confront the enemy during a 
time period long enough to allow for a decision on the employment of nuclear weapons to 
be taken. 

The German Minister Schröder would like to participate to a greater extent in nuclear policy 
and suggested a study on whether and how those allies from whose territory the weapons 
would be employed, or where they would hit, could be given special influence on the 
decision to release them. That point later would be discussed closely in the NPG where 
Ambassador Boon of the Netherlands would introduce the notion of “presumptio ad 
favorem” for a host country in the consultations. 

The 1966 DPC took the decision to establish two new permanent bodies: the Nuclear 
Defence Affairs Committee as a political body open to all NATO members, and subordinate 
to it the Nuclear Planning Group of seven members, some of them rotating every 18 
months, as a body for detailed work. The number had been raised somewhat after Minister 
Luns took the position that the Netherlands should be a participant in the first group; it 



would rotate with Belgium. Norway participated, but would not station nuclear weapons or 
non-Norwegian troops on its territory. 

The first ministerial meeting of the NPG was held in Washington on 6-7 April in Washington. 
Willem den Toom had just become the Dutch Minister of Defence Secretary McNamara had 
ordered an octagonal table with short sides, just enough for one person, and somewhat 
behind were four chairs per delegation. Personal involvement of each minister was key to 
his concept and he did not want people whispering in their ears. He also said “the 
foundation of security is nuclear power”, thus it was natural that the non-nuclear members 
wanted to be informed and participate in nuclear planning. 

Personal reflections 

That’s about where the book ends. It does not cover further NPG work in which I 
participated till 1971. I remember the lively criticism by Healey at the Ankara meeting in 
September 1967 of the US decision to deploy an Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) system, which 
he found destabilising. We sympathised with McNamara who himself had opposed the 
decision. His reply was that President Johnson had tried to reach an arms control agreement 
with Prime Minister Kosygin, but he met a lukewarm response. The American people were 
becoming uneasy when the Soviets were building an ABM system around Moscow and the 
US was relying on its second-strike capability only. The European ministers were concerned 
about the greater degree of protection the US was going to build for themselves and 
instructed the Staff Group to study a European ABM system. Our conclusion was that for the 
time being there was no need . Moreover, the short warning time would reduce the 
effectiveness and the Soviet threat was wider than just ballistic missiles.  

The departure of France from the integrated military command structure made it possible 
to adopt the strategy of flexible response in May 1967. The UK agreed to the common 
financing of the exercises of the ACE Mobile Force which had lagged behind. In the 
meantime, the international climate seemed to be improving and 21 August 1968 was 
planned for an announcement of exploratory talks on offensive and defensive weapons. A 
day earlier Soviet forces entered Czechoslovakia and détente was postponed till November 
1969. 

Cooperation in the Netherlands between defence, foreign affairs (Eddy van Vloten) and the 
NATO delegation where I dealt with the NPG Staff Group was excellent. In the MoD Rien 
Geschiere analysed the nuclear role of the Nike Hercules missile against a wave of incoming 
aircraft and wrote a paper on the possibility of demonstrative use of a single nuclear 
weapon to show that we were on the brink of General War. We concluded against this ‘Bay 
of Danzig’ scenario, because crossing the nuclear threshold would give the enemy an excuse 
for going nuclear as well. Moreover, what about follow-on use if the demonstrative signal 
had no effect? 

In 1979 a new hardware solution popped up when David Aaron, deputy to National Security 
Adviser Brzezinski, offered long-range nuclear missiles under a ‘dual key’ system: the host 
country would buy the missiles and maintain their base, while the US would retain control 
over the warheads. The UK had agreed to a ‘double key’ for Polaris submarines, but this 



time did not like extra expenses. Germany feared to be seen as too provocative. Washington 
rightly perceived this as enhanced confidence in the American deterrent. 

The NPG clearly preferred defensive options, like the use of Atomic Demolition Mines on the 
narrow coast and mountain passes of Turkey to stop a Soviet advance. That scenario was 
later abandoned when deep penetration bombs became available. The nuclear Nike-
Hercules missiles also were for defensive purposes. Looking back, we discussed much, 
improved our understanding, but planned little. Members preferred to leave things 
provisional rather than agreeing to binding documents. The NPG also failed to foresee the 
controversy over the neutron bomb (“Which killed people but left buildings intact”). In 
October 1977 the NPG created the High Level Group, consisting of people responsible for 
defence planning in their own countries, which took over most of the work. That also was 
the time of arms control with non-proliferation, Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) and 
Mutual and Balanced Force Reductions (MBFR), in which Europeans had a clear interest. As 
US nuclear superiority was dwindling, it was realised that strategic nuclear weapons only 
served as a ‘second strike’ deterrent, and that the use of tactical nuclear weapons would 
most likely start on our own territory in order to stop conventional aggression. 
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