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The Conventional Arms Transfer Policies and Practices of the Carter 

and Reagan Administrations, 1977-85. 

Joanna Spear 

This thesis compares and contrasts the declaratory and operational 

conventional arms transfer policies of the Carter and Reagan 

Administrations. It investigates why the two President's declaratory 

policies were so different, but their operational policies so similar. 

Several factors account for this similarity in operation, key amongst 

which is the role of the bureaucracy as the implementor of arms 

transfer policy. Within the Carter Administration there were political 

appointees and bureaucrats opposed to the policy of arms transfer 

restraint (PD 13) introduced in May 1977. These two groups eroded the 

PD 13 policy from above and below. Political appointees had an 

important role in judging significant arms transfer requests and from 

the outset, these sequential decisions undermined the PD 13 policy. 

The role of bureaucrats was particularly important in dealing with the 

day-to-day operation of the policy. 

The Reagan Administration's arms transfer policy was very different 

to its predecessors and stressed the positive role that such transfers 

could play. This led to expectations of increased sales. However, 

transfer levels did not increase dramatically. Once again the role of 

the bureaucracy was important, in particular a group of officials 

charged with protecting against loss of sensitive technology to the 

Soviet Union. This group vetoed certain arms sales and acted as an 

inhibitor on transfers. 

The theoretical thrust of this thesis concerns implementation theory. 

Through the case studies outlined above the applicability of 

implementation theory as an explanation of foreign policy outcomes is 

examined. 
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Introduction 

•Intentions must be gathered from acts" 

Samuel Johnson 

Johnson's sage advice is applicable to this thesis which deals 

with both declaratory policies and policies in operation. As the quote 

implies, there is often a gap between what people (and in the context 

of this thesis, politicians) say, and actual behaviour (i.e. government 

behaviour). The reason(s) for that gap is the theoretical focus of 

this thesis. This is investigated through a comparison of the 

conventional arms transfer policies and practices of the Carter and 

Reagan administrations. 

Initially the focus for this comparative study was to be the 

different belief systems of the two Presidents and their advisers and 

how these affected United States' (U.S.) conventional arms transfer 

policy choices and behaviour. The different approaches of the two 

administrations can be illustrated by two quotes. The first is taken 

from President Carter's May 19th 1977 Arms Transfer Policy Statement: 

Because of the threat to world peace embodied in the 
spiralling arms traffic; and because of the special 
responsibilities we bear as the largest arms seller, I 
believe that the United States must take steps to restrain 
its arms transfers.... I have concluded that the United States 
will henceforth view arms transfers as an exceptional foreign 
policy implement to be used only in instances where it can be 
clearly demonstrated that the transfer contributes to our 
national security interests.... in the future, the burden of 
persuasion will be on those who favour a particular arms 
sale, rather than those who oppose it.» 

The second is from the text of President Reagan's 1981 Arms Transfer 

Policy Directive: 

The United States cannot defend the free world's interests 
alone. The United States must, in today's world, not only 
strengthen its own military capabilities, but be prepared to 
help its friends and allies to strengthen theirs through the 
transfer of conventional arms and other forms of security 
assistance. Such transfers complement American security 
commitments and serve important United States objectives. 
Prudently pursued, arms transfers can strengthen us. The 
United States therefore views the transfer of conventional 
arms and other defence articles and services as an essential 
element of its global defence posture and an indispensable 

* President James Earl Carter 19.5.77. 
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