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This dissertation explores the role of energy vulnerability in shaping the political 

landscape of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) from the 1973 OPEC oil crisis to the 

collapse of the Social-Liberal Coalition under Chancellor Helmut Schmidt in 1982. It focuses on 

the intense national debate over energy policy in the aftermath of the oil crisis, particularly the 

controversial decision by Schmidt and key ministers, such as Hans Matthöfer, to pursue nuclear 

energy as a solution to Germany’s dependence on foreign energy. While proponents saw nuclear 

power as a strategic and modern response to energy insecurity, critics feared its dangers and 

questioned the democratic implications of such a technocratic policy. The conflict between these 

two camps became a defining issue in West German politics, sparking protests, public debate, 

and a broader reckoning with the country’s energy future. 

The dissertation argues that Schmidt’s commitment to nuclear energy was rooted in a 

long-standing national concern with energy autonomy, intensified by the 1973 oil shock. 

Schmidt’s administration believed nuclear energy could secure the FRG’s energy future, 



 
 

stimulate industrial innovation, and provide economic benefits amid fears of recession. Despite 

fierce opposition from activists and members of his own party, Schmidt pressed forward, 

ultimately winning short-term policy victories but failing to generate lasting public support. This 

failure allowed nuclear skepticism to gain ground within the political left, shaping the future 

platforms of the SPD and the emerging Green Party—momentum that would only increase after 

the Chernobyl disaster. By reexamining Schmidt’s pro-nuclear arguments and the resistance they 

faced, this dissertation sheds new light on the limits of technocratic governance in democratic 

societies and the enduring challenge of balancing energy policy with public trust. Lastly, my 

dissertation highlights the important role of the Nazi past in German history and how the politics 

of remembering this past and democratic institutional concerns echoed throughout the nuclear 

energy debate. 
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Introduction 

 

This dissertation analyzes the role energy vulnerability played in the politics of the 

Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) from the first OPEC oil crisis in 1973 to the collapse of 

Helmut Schmidt’ Social Liberal Coalition in 1982. This nine-year span saw a fierce debate rage 

in West Germany over what future energy policy should look like as West German leadership 

attempted to solve the crisis of energy autonomy in the aftermath of the 1973 oil crisis. At the 

core of my dissertation lies the question: why did West German political leaders, such as 

Chancellor Helmut Schmidt and the Federal Minister of Research and Technology Hans 

Matthöfer, seek to develop nuclear energy during this time?  

At the time, government officials viewed nuclear energy as a reasonable and necessary 

response to energy vulnerability. Opponents viewed it as a dangerous threat to the public and to 

West German democratic institutions. Anti-nuclear activists described the debate as one between 

soulless technocrats and prescient environmentalists; nuclear supporters argued that the conflict 

was between advocates of modernity and romantic, irrational protestors. This dissertation will 

reexamine that debate. In contrast to the West German approach, French leadership eagerly 

embraced nuclear technology for its energy needs. The contrast with France raises the question 

about why Germany diverged.  

Schmidt and his ministers asserted that there was a general scientific consensus among 

nuclear physicists on the reliability and safety of nuclear energy, though this was not true as 

nuclear energy was consistently debated among experts and consequently, the Schmidt 

government’s message was challenged by nuclear skeptics.  The anti-nuclear advocates 

eventually scheduled sit-ins and protests at the nuclear sites and emphasized worst-case scenarios 



2 
 

for what could go wrong with nuclear energy. The nuclear issue quickly became a national 

debate, with politicians, scientists, activists, and religious figures weighing in on whether West 

Germany should pursue nuclear energy or alternative sources. 

While many historians have analyzed West German nuclear energy programs and anti-

nuclear movements within the Federal Republic, much of this scholarship is centered on the anti-

nuclear movement and few works have analyzed the Schmidt government’s motivations. 

Furthermore, historians such as Frank Uekoetter or Stephen Milder have framed the success of 

the anti-nuclear movement as a triumph for grassroots democracy in Germany or painted 

Schmidt’s efforts as undemocratic due to his government’s use of significant police force. My 

dissertation complicates this narrative by presenting Helmut Schmidt and his government’s 

perspective. The extensive documentation on the Schmidt government’s attempt to develop the 

largest nuclear energy program in the history of the Federal Republic shows that Schmidt and 

others put significant effort into convincing the West German public that nuclear energy was safe 

and necessary; they hoped, and indeed expected, that this program would advance with 

significant public support. 

Furthermore, this dissertation presents, for the first time, the case that Schmidt, his 

ministers, and his broad pro-nuclear energy coalition made to the public. In the following pages, 

I argue that Schmidt championed nuclear energy because he and his pro-nuclear coalition 

believed it offered the solution to a problem that had plagued Germany since its unification: 

energy autonomy. The 1973 OPEC Oil Price shock was the latest reminder for West Germans 

about their reliance on imports for their energy needs. Simultaneously, Schmidt’s atomic energy 

program also offered opportunities for West German firms to capitalize on the government’s 

funding and emerge as leaders in the market of peaceful nuclear technological designs and 
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exports. Exporting nuclear energy technology boomed and offered tens of thousands of long-

term jobs as recession fears gripped the German public. Therefore, Schmidt repeatedly doubled 

down on nuclear energy even when members of his party and large numbers of protestors who 

were skeptical of nuclear energy began organizing in opposition to his program.  

My dissertation contends that despite opposition, Schmidt succeeded in implementing a 

comprehensive atomic energy program and won the short-term policy battle. However, he failed 

to build long-term trust and enthusiasm in the federal government’s atomic energy program. The 

consequences of Schmidt’s failure meant that a politically diverse group of nuclear skeptics were 

eventually able to crystallize their positions among the West-German political Left and make 

their views the dominant paradigm for the SPD and Green Party. These positions would 

eventually be reinforced by the nuclear disaster at Chernobyl and provide a massive boost of 

momentum to the nuclear skeptics’ arguments. Nevertheless, a nuclear energy-free Germany was 

by no means a certainty and Schmidt and his government’s arguments to the public about why 

nuclear energy was a viable path forward are worthy of our attention—not least because of their 

ultimate failure to sway public opinion. 

To present the nuclear energy debate from Schmidt’s perspective, my dissertation focuses 

on Schmidt’s thoughts, policies, and his methods for communicating his nuclear energy 

ambitions. I analyze his interactions with his ministers, his colleagues in his own Social 

Democratic Party (SPD), with leaders of his coalition partner the Free Democratic Party (FDP), 

and leaders within the various Länder who played important parts in the domestic atomic energy 

program. I also examine Schmidt’s international ambitions for his nuclear program and his 

directives towards the Foreign Office to export German nuclear technology. Because of these 

perspectives, my analysis reveals a complex relationship between industrial leaders and 
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government policy makers and shows how the debate over diversifying domestic energy supplies 

quickly became entangled with a drive to export civilian nuclear technology.   

My conceptual framework for this dissertation is to approach the nuclear issue through 

the lens of a political and intellectual historical analysis. I show that the Schmidt government’s 

attempts to create a functional nuclear energy grid and convince the public to go along with the 

program can best be understood as a form of “technopolitics,” a term I borrow from Gabrielle 

Hecht. In Radiance of France: Nuclear Power And National Identity After World War II, Hecht 

defines “technopolitics” as “the strategic practice of designing or using technology to constitute, 

embody, or enact political goals.”1 Schmidt’s nuclear energy program was aimed at securing 

energy independence but also at showcasing the capabilities of West German technological 

prestige on the world stage and serves as a perfect example of his “technopolitics.”  

Furthermore, my dissertation expands on Hecht’s definition by emphasizing the role of 

state policy, both foreign and domestic, in Schmidt’s technopolitics. Schmidt and his ministers 

believed that science combined with the authority of the federal government would be enough to 

convince West Germans that nuclear power made both economic and environmental sense. But 

Schmidt, along with his first Minister of Research and Technology Hans Matthöfer and other 

pro-nuclear ministers, also believed in conveying the bulk of this information to the public 

through a massive media campaign called “The Citizens’ Dialogue on Nuclear Energy.” The 

media campaign spent millions of Deutsche Marks to fund events, panel discussions, booklets, 

pamphlets, and even staffed and regularly published a magazine entitled Energy Discussion 

 
1 Gabrielle Hecht. The Radiance of France: Nuclear Power and National Identity After World War II. Cambridge: MIT Press, 

2009. 15. 
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(Energiediskussion) to educate the public on the specifics of nuclear energy and what decisions 

were being considered. 

Schmidt and his government’s efforts were characterized by nuclear skeptics as being 

“technocratic” and charged them with removing the public from important decisions regarding 

nuclear energy. But my dissertation reveals a different reality. The Chancellor and his ministers 

were eager to educate the public and produced a plethora of resources and hearings for 

individuals to attend to understand why Schmidt deemed nuclear energy essential. Borrowing 

from the words of Schmidt’s predecessor, Chancellor Willy Brandt, Helmut Schmidt and his pro-

nuclear ministers wanted to “dare more democracy” and satisfy the publics demand for 

information and did so with extensive media operations during his chancellorship.   

The shortcoming of the Schmidt government’s approach was not any lack of transparency 

or interest in public opinion, but rather, its incorrect assumptions about what information the 

public would understand. Schmidt and Matthöfer interpreted pushback from nuclear energy 

opponents as a product of a lack of information. Matthöfer concluded that the average nuclear 

skeptic would change their opinion once they had received more information. Despite publishing 

booklets and reports that sometimes numbered in hundreds of pages about all aspects of nuclear 

energy, pro-nuclear actors rarely tried to put complex topics like the process of nuclear fission or 

the breakdown of nuclear waste into forms of communication the average German voter would 

understand. Nevertheless, surveys conducted by the West German Ministry for Research and 

Technology revealed that more German voters were in favor of nuclear energy programs than 

opposed.  

Despite the Schmidt government’s efforts to disseminate information, individuals still 

protested, and the Schmidt government then responded with force at protests in Wyhl and 
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Brokdorf. These decisions crystallized the core of the diverse group of actors that would form the 

anti-nuclear movement. The anti-nuclear movement would not prevent Schmidt from 

implementing a majority of his atomic energy program, but they would prevent the program from 

establishing the critical infrastructure needed to make nuclear energy permanent, namely a long-

term storage and fuel reprocessing center, and would also create a strong ideological opposition 

to nuclear energy that would formulate a powerful counter-narrative to Schmidt’s pro-nuclear 

messaging. This skepticism would go on to become the mainstream position towards nuclear 

energy among the West German political Left.  

My dissertation also reveals that Schmidt’s atomic energy program had international 

ramifications for the Federal Republic. Schmidt marketed his program as an opportunity to create 

tens of thousands of jobs exporting West German nuclear engineering and to elevate West 

Germany as a leader in peaceful scientific technology. The Schmidt government signed deals 

worth billions of dollars with Argentina, Brazil, Egypt, Iran, and many others with the intention 

of creating an international nuclear energy community. This drew sharp criticism from the United 

States as President Jimmy Carter expressed reservations about nuclear proliferation and sought to 

block many of these deals. The Chancellor’s ambitious energy program also drew the attention of 

Soviet leadership as the West German domestic intelligence service (Bundesamt für 

Verfassungsschutz) reported millions of Deutsche Marks flowing from East Germany to the anti-

nuclear protest organizers. This was part of an organized to hamstring West German energy 

independence in the face of East Germany’s own energy shortages. These efforts also paved the 

avenue to utilize the West German Peace Movement during the Euromissile Debate for Soviet 

strategic efforts. This international lens and the consequences of Schmidt’s nuclear energy efforts 

have also been overlooked.  
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Historiography 

The nuclear energy debate during Helmut Schmidt’s chancellorship reveals insight into 

the complexities liberal democracies face in promoting experts’ opinions and communicating to 

the public while also allowing public debate on these policies among the voting base. The 

question of nuclear energy triggered a debate among experts, politicians, and bureaucrats, but 

was decided by voters. The debate is important because it laid the foundations for subsequent 

German energy politics and the eventual success of the German Green party. Furthermore, the 

nuclear energy debate had major ramifications for German politics and the relationship between 

the U.S. and Germany as West Germany turned to Eastern Europe for its increasing supply of 

natural gas pipelines. My dissertation thus connects with the broader historiographical discussion 

of the relationship between Germany and Western Europe.2 Specifically, my dissertation 

demonstrates that Schmidt and his government sought to further cement the relationship between 

West Germany and its liberal democratic allies by integrating them into a nuclear energy 

community that would also collaborate on nuclear technological development after the shock of 

the 1973 OPEC Oil Price shock. Despite these efforts, anti-nuclear advocates sought to reject 

both West Germany’s embrace of nuclear energy technology and its integration into a larger, 

Western-oriented nuclear energy community.  

Additionally, the nuclear energy debate also engages with historiographical conversations 

about ideology and modern technology. Jeffrey’s Herf work in Reactionary Modernism: 

Technology, Culture and Politics in Weimar and the Third Reich highlights the paradox of 

intellectuals who rejected the values of the Enlightenment but called for a technologically 

 
2 See Heinrich August Winkler’s volumes, Germany: The Long Road West, which analyze the relationship between democracy 

and nation in Germany history and how these developments ran differently in contrast to its Western European neighbors. 
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advanced Germany alongside an embrace of romanticism.3 Similarly, Bernhard Rieger compared 

and contrasted the public debates and anxieties about technological innovation and change in the 

public sphere between the 1890s and 1945 in Britain and Germany.4 Rieger argues that in this 

period, “Germans viewed products of engineering as tools to transform the international 

environment that stifled their political ambitions.”5 I argue that Schmidt viewed nuclear energy 

through a similar lens. My work contributes to this debate about ideology and modern 

technology by demonstrating that Schmidt and his colleagues stressed the relationship between 

democratic institutions, Enlightenment principles and rationalism, and government and scientific 

experts. Furthermore, nuclear energy technology represented a way for West German political 

and scientific experts to expand West German influence and expertise both at home and abroad. 

But peaceful nuclear reactor technology was not universally celebrated.  Anti-nuclear advocates 

who were members of Schmidt’s SPD, such as Reinhard Ueberhorst and Volker Hauff, sought to 

challenge the trust in these the relationship between the state and nuclear technology by instead 

describing what they termed as a “secretive atomic state” that lacked transparency, and 

emphasized the corruption of nuclear energy corporations and their relationship with the state.  

The element of anxiety and fear about these new politics connects my conversation to the 

larger history of politics and memory in postwar Germany. Jeffrey Herf’s seminal work Divided 

Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys laid the foundations for understanding how the 

memory of the Third Reich influenced West German democratic institutions and decision 

 
3 Jeffrey Herf’s monograph, Reactionary Modernism: Technology, Culture and Politics in Weimar and the Third Reich. highlights 

how German intellectuals that he terms, “Reactionary modernists” called for a revolution from the Right that would restore 

primacy of politics and the state over economics and the market and thereby restore the ties between romanticism and 

rearmament in Germany.   
4 See Bernhard Rieger’s Technology and the Culture of Modernity in Britain and Germany, 1890-1945 and his analysis of the 

technological debates surrounding aviation, shipping, and film.  
5 Bernhard Rieger. Technology and the Culture of Modernity in Britain and Germany: 1890-1945. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2005. 4. 
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makers. My work seeks to build from this foundation by highlighting how fears of the Nazi past 

also motivated Schmidt’s economic and energy decisions as he feared an economic shock from 

the 1973 OPEC Oil Price Hike could severely undermine public faith in German democratic 

institutions. My dissertation also illustrates how the Nazi past was weaponized by the anti-

nuclear movement when they characterized Schmidt’s government as an “Atomic State” on the 

road to fascism. Frank Biess and Anna Von der Goltz have also done extensive studies into the 

relationship between emotions and the politics of the Federal Republic.6 My dissertation utilizes 

Biess’ concept of “fear” as an important factor in West German politics and applies this lens to 

explain why Helmut Schmidt and his ministers’ fears of energy reliance and economic collapse 

motivated them to aggressively pursue their nuclear energy program.7  

These anxieties became real in the face of the 1973 OPEC Oil Price Hike. The price hike 

forced parts of the West German economy to a halt, and media sources equated the Oil Price 

shock to the 1929 Global Economic Depression that paved the way for the collapse of the 

German democracy and rise of the Third Reich. My work demonstrates that Helmut Schmidt 

held similar anxieties and referenced them in meetings and speeches, but Schmidt was 

determined to find a solution that would solve West German energy reliance and bolster West 

German democracy. For Schmidt, the key to avoiding another 1973 economic and energy shock 

 
6 See Frank Biess‘ German Angst: Fear and Democracy in the Federal Republic of Germany. Frank Biess studies the relationship 

between emotions and politics by contending that “fear” can be used as a lens of understanding West German motivations and the 

development of democratic institutions in the postwar period. In relation to my work, Biess looks at the “fear” that emerged 

among the young student activists emerging out of the 1968 students who would become the -left activists and core of the anti-

nuclear movement. In her work The Other 68ers: Student Protests and Christian Democracy in West Germany, Anna von der 

Goltz argues that the memory and primary analyses of the 68ers has been focused on the Leftists and their interpretations of the 

German history. Her work analyzing the Christian Democratic student organizations reveals that they students on the center-right 

were active and had a cohesive ideological vision for interpreting the Nazi Past in German society.6 Student actors like Detlef 

Stronk and Wulf Schönbohm actively sought to ingrain the importance of remembering the Nazi past but rejected revolutionary 

tactics of their leftist counterparts. Instead, they reformed the CDU and CSU from within and developed a coherent global vision 

for the active role of West Germany in foreign relations. 
7 Frank Biess. German Angst: Fear and Democracy in the Federal Republic of Germany. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020, 

23. 
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and demonstrating that the Federal Republic could handle this crisis was to diversify domestic 

energy sources and to prioritize the development of nuclear energy. 

My work builds on Biess, Herf and von der Goltz’ work by showing that the politics of 

memory in West Germany were very much at play during the nuclear energy debate under 

Schmidt’s government. My work demonstrates that Schmidt, his ministers, and other members of 

his pro-nuclear coalition sought to carve out a dedicated ideological space between the 

CDU/CSU and the Leftist 68ers along West Germany’s political spectrum. Schmidt and his pro-

nuclear ministers crafted a position among the SPD and political left that balanced its 

understanding of German history by acknowledging the Nazi past and fragility of German 

democracy while at the same time also recalling the rich history of peaceful technological 

innovations that German experts had developed to handle crises. For Schmidt, nuclear energy 

was the next major development in this historical narrative of German science and technology 

and offered yet another peaceful technology that the Federal Republic could export and share 

with the world. 

My argument also places me within the larger historiographical conversation about the 

relationship between modernity, science, and technology within German history. Jürgen 

Habermas has written extensively on the “public sphere” and on “modernity” and its 

development out of the Enlightenment. Additionally, Richard Löwenthal’s Der romantische 

Rückfall argued that the anti-nuclear mobilization represented the rise of the “new anti-modernist 

left” that resisted the advancement of modernization and scientifically guided industrialization. 

My dissertation contributes to this discussion by adding the perspective of Helmut Schmidt and 

his government experts, who viewed the nuclear debate as one of rationalism vs. romanticism. 

Schmidt and the pro-nuclear politicians and scientists emphasized that their research was backed 
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by scientific reasons and that the risks associated with nuclear energy were far safer than anti-

nuclear advocates claimed.  

While Schmidt and his ministers recognized that there were risks associated with nuclear 

energy, they consistently argued that energy independence was necessary for West German 

economic stability and the stability of democratic institutions, and outweighed the risks that 

came with nuclear energy. Anti-nuclear advocates, in contrast, shifted the debate away from one 

about the science of nuclear power and instead emphasized the risks associated with nuclear 

energy. They framed Schmidt’s efforts as dismissive and risky and a threat to West German civil 

liberties, rather than dedicated to preserving West German economic stability.  

In addition to larger German historiographical debates, there is a field of scholarship 

specifically analyzing nuclear energy in West Germany and its nuclear energy programs. 

Historians Joachim Radkau and Lothar Hahn’s Aufstieg und Fall der deutschen Atomwirtschaft 

examines the promise that nuclear energy offered in the first Atomic Energy Program and how 

experts and the populace increasingly became skeptical of nuclear based on the constant costs 

and delays of the programs. They argue that along with the disasters at Three Mile Island and 

Chernobyl, Germans increasingly became disillusioned with the possibilities that nuclear energy 

offered until the final turn away in the aftermath of the Fukushima Disaster in 2011. Other 

historians such as Mark Cioc and Otto Keck have analyzed the efforts of West Germany to 

develop its own reactors in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War as well as the 

debates surrounding these programs and their possibility to provide nuclear arms for West 

Germany.8  

 
8 See Mark Cioc’s Pax Atomica: The Nuclear Defense Debate in West Germany During The Adenauer Era, which discusses the 

emergence of the nuclear energy debate in the 1950s and Adenauer’s push to acquire nuclear weapons for West Germany despite 
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My dissertation contributes to this conversation by focusing specifically on Schmidt and 

the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. This atomic energy program was drafted under Chancellor 

Willy Brandt in 1973 but championed by Helmut Schmidt in the aftermath of the 1973 OPEC Oil 

Price Crisis. The previous three atomic energy programs had been modest in their reactor 

construction and research, but the fourth program sought to meet more than 35% of domestic 

energy needs from nuclear energy. My dissertation also reveals that Schmidt and his ministers 

conducted extensive polling, and their data suggested that nuclear energy was acceptable to most 

West German voters, which contrasts with Radkau and Hahn’s analysis.  During his government, 

Schmidt corralled a coalition of pro-nuclear actors and ministers to create a sustainable energy 

grid that would ween West Germany from energy imports. Schmidt and other ministers argued 

that nuclear energy had a strong base of support due to the long history of German scientific and 

engineering traditions and argued that it was necessary to provide a reliable source of energy for 

continued economic growth. Therefore, Schmidt and his pro-nuclear coalition continually 

invested in the program despite increasing anti-nuclear protests. However, my dissertation 

demonstrates that the nuclear energy debate and German voters’ eventual rejection of nuclear 

energy was due to Schmidt’s inability to adapt to anti-nuclear rhetoric and instill confidence in 

his vision.  

 
scientific figures criticism. See Otto Keck’s Policymaking in a Nuclear Program: The Case of the West German Breeder Reactor, 

in which questions whether West Germany ever had designs to create its own nuclear reactor in the postwar period in a similar 

manner to the United States or France and what this process looked like in West Germany. The breeder reactor was pitched as a 

solution to West Germany’s problems but the project quickly became costly and behind schedule in the late 1950’s and early 

1960’s. Consequentially, the Breeder project became politicized and opposition members of the SPD argued that nuclear energy 

was not a simple solution and that the CDU had wasted taxpayer’s money in trying to find simple solution to West German 

energy needs. Keck’s work demonstrates why West Germans may have viewed nuclear skeptically, but he does not discuss the 

development of pro-nuclear arguments.  
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Many historians and sociologists have also written about the relationship between risk 

and nuclear energy technology.9 In his groundbreaking work published in the aftermath of the 

Chernobyl disaster, Ulrich Beck published his work Risk Society: On the Road to a Different 

Modernity (Risikogesellschaft: Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne) which analyzed the 

relationship between “modernity”, risk management, and the environment. Furthermore, Beck 

looked at the risks that societies created because of modernization such as pollution, crime, and 

environmental disasters like the one at Chernobyl. Thomas Wellock in his work Safe Enough? A 

History of Nuclear Power and Accident Risk analyzed the history of nuclear energy through the 

lens of risk and complex calculations that organizations such as the Nuclear Regulatory 

Commission (NRC) developed to assess whether a nuclear reactor was ever “safe”? My work 

contributes to this broad debate by addressing charges made by nuclear skeptics that the Schmidt 

government downplayed the risks associated with nuclear energy. On the contrary, the Schmidt 

government was aware of the risks associated with nuclear energy, namely radiation and the fear 

of a nuclear meltdown, and constantly worked to assuage these anxieties by highlighting the high 

safety standards required within the Federal Republic to build a nuclear reactor. In addition to 

speeches directly from the German Chancellor, his government’s primary method of addressing 

concerns surrounding risk was the media campaign “The Citizens’ Dialogue on Nuclear Energy.” 

The Schmidt government repeatedly sought to showcase the small percentage of risks associated 

with nuclear energy disasters in their publications and speeches to the public. Nuclear skeptics, 

however, shifted the debates away from the small percentage of a nuclear disaster and instead 

 
9 See Ulrich Beck, Risikogesellschaft: Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne for his study on risk in modern societies and the 

externalities that are often overlooked because of modernization. See Gabrielle Hecht’s Being Nuclear  

Africans and the Global Uranium Trade to see the risks and radiation problems that arise with uranium mining in Africa to 

provide the fuel for nuclear societies. 
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highlighted how one should feel about the severity of such a possibility to mobilize voters 

against nuclear energy. 

Schmidt’s efforts to pass the Fourth Atomic Energy Program and build support in it also 

highlights the historiographic field regarding the development of the anti-nuclear movement into 

the German Green Party and why West German anti-nuclear protests were so pronounced.10 

Stephen Milder’s Greening Democracy: The Anti-Nuclear Movement and Political 

Environmentalism in West Germany and Beyond, 1968-1983, asks where the ideas and early 

actors of West German environmentalism emerged from. Milder examines the arguments of 

younger Green Party leaders such as Kelly and Dieter Berstecher and analyzes how they framed 

their arguments in the cultural context after the 1968 student movements. Anti-nuclear activists 

were eager to create transnational environmentalist parties and policies in France, West Germany 

and the UK in the aftermath of their victory at Wyhl in 1975. Dolores Augustine in her work, 

Taking on Technocracy: Nuclear Power in Germany, 1945 to the Present, analyzes how the 

nuclear energy debate in West Germany highlighted the growing skepticism of expertise, 

technology, and in modernity. Augustine focuses on the arguments of anti-nuclear activists and 

demonstrates that anti-nuclear arguments were critical of scientific institutions, science as a 

profession, and what they saw as an alliance between science, the state, and the nuclear industry. 

Activists asserted that the supposedly “scientific” consensus behind atomic power was in fact 

highly ideological, politicized, and corrupted by its ties to industry.11  

 
10 See Andrew S. Tompkin’s Better Active than Radioactive: Anti-Nuclear Protest in 1970s France and West Germany in which 

he builds on Milder’s argument by asking how the transnational protests appeared in France and why the anti-nuclear arguments 

were more successful in France than in West Germany. 
11 Augustine’s argument relies on local newspapers and local news stations coverage of environmentalists and focuses more on 

the how small towns viewed the anti-nuclear effort rather than looking at international discussions and the success of the Greens 

in national politics. Furthermore, see Richard Löwenthal’s Der romantische Rückfall wrote that the anti-nuclear mobilization 

represented the rise of the “new anti-modernist left” that resisted the advancement of modernization and scientifically guided 

industrialization.  
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My work is also important for our understanding of the global Cold War and its impact 

on nuclear energy policy on West Germany.12 In developing my analysis of how foreign policy 

concerns influenced Schmidt’s work, I have found Kristina Spohr’s The Global Chancellor: 

Helmut Schmidt and the Reshaping of the International World Order especially influential. Spohr  

examines Schmidt’s shift in West German economic international economic policy and the 

implications this had for West German energy policy in the aftermath of the 1973 OPEC Oil 

embargo, and I build on her analysis by viewing Schmidt’s nuclear energy ambitions as both a 

domestic program but also one that sought to reshape the international rules regarding nuclear 

energy with West Germany as a major leader.  

The most recent work that I am in conversation with is Stephen G. Gross’ Energy and 

Power: Germany in the Age of Oil, Atoms, and Climate Change, which was published while I 

was writing this dissertation and greatly influenced my understanding of the nuclear skeptics 

within Schmidt’s SPD. Gross’ work focuses heavily on the political actors that influenced West 

German energy policy but explicitly focuses on the individuals who steered the SPD and political 

actors away from nuclear energy towards Germany’s eventual Energiewende and surge in 

renewable energy. My dissertation speaks directly to Gross work by centering the story on 

Schmidt and his Fourth Atomic Energy Program as an extensive program that had ambitious 

domestic and foreign policy aims.  

Together, these works provide an examination of the internal divides within the SPD of 

those who supported Schmidt and his nuclear program and those who would eventually become 

 
12 See Henning Türk’s Treibstoff der Systeme: Kohle, Erdöl und Atomkraft im geteilten Deutschland for an analysis of how oil 

politics and nuclear politics guided East and West Germany’s policies toward one another from the 1973 OPEC Oil Price Hike to 

1989. See Frank Bösch’s Zeitenwende 1979: Als die Welt von heute begann for his discussion on 1979 and Three Mile Island 

representing the beginning of the global shift against nuclear power rather than Chernobyl in the Federal Republic.  
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nuclear skeptics. Schmidt and his pro-nuclear energy allies sought to justify the program by 

stressing its safety and necessity for energy needs but failed to react accordingly to the anti-

nuclear movement’s emphasis on how one should feel about nuclear energy rather than the 

science behind its justification. Gross’ work demonstrates that ultimately, these nuclear skeptics 

mobilized actors on the political Left by reimaging energy consumption philosophies and, in 

doing so took power in the SPD after Schmidt’s ouster from government. Consequently, these 

nuclear skeptics normalized anti-nuclear views on the German political left and this became the 

view of the party despite Schmidt being the champion of nuclear energy. 

Sources and Chapters 

My research within the archives was driven by the question of why Schmidt and 

Matthöfer sought to develop nuclear energy during this crucial period of 1974-1982 and why 

their arguments eventually failed to convince the West German voters about the necessity of 

nuclear energy. To answer these questions, this dissertation draws on Helmut Schmidt’s personal 

archives, the files of the Chancellor Helmut Schmidt Foundation, the files of the West German 

department of Research and Technology, Economics in the Bundesarchiv (Federal Archive) in 

Koblenz, the records of the debates on the floor of the Bundestag, and of the files of German 

Foreign Office in its Political Archive in Berlin.   I have conducted oral interviews with Reinhard 

Ueberhorst, a member of the German Bundestag, and Volker Hauff, the former Minister of 

Research and Technology in the Schmidt government.  

In my first chapter, I examine the beginning of the conflict between officials in the 

Schmidt administration, who viewed the debate as rationalism vs. romanticism. Anti-nuclear 

actors, in contrast, focused on what they viewed as the risks and dangers of nuclear power and 

expressed distrust of government officials and technology. In May 1974, after being sworn in as 
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Chancellor, Schmidt initiated the 4th Nuclear Energy Plan, and it was led by Hans Matthöfer, the 

Federal Ministry for Research and Technology. With such a major investment in the peaceful use 

of nuclear energy Schmidt tasked Matthöfer with also organizing how to communicate this to the 

public.  

In chapter two, I argue that after considering the major nuclear protests at Wyhl, Schmidt 

and Matthöfer began building a coalition of political and societal pro-nuclear advocates. 

Matthöfer also initiated the “Citizens Dialogue Nuclear Energy (Bürgerdialog Kernenergie)” 

program to begin addressing the public concerns around this major program. Matthöfer also 

published a list of reactor sites and showcased the Schmidt government’s desire to build more 

than a total of 20 new reactors in the next 10 years. Despite the emphasis on safety and 

government support for these programs, local anti-nuclear energy groups began organizing to 

resist this program and argued that the government was proceeding recklessly without taking 

safety and other externalities into account.  

Chapter three examines Schmidt’s major shift to supporting an export driven policy and 

internationalizing his nuclear energy program. After state courts delivered verdicts which froze 

nuclear reactor construction until a reliable answer to nuclear waste could be provided, Schmidt’s 

domestic nuclear energy program was effectively frozen. Schmidt pressed on with his program 

and reorganized the decision-making process for all nuclear energy decisions within the 

government. Schmidt organized two key groups: The Cabinet Committee for the Peaceful Use of 

Nuclear Energy and the Council for the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy. The members of these 

groups argued that Schmidt and the government needed to target different factions of the anti-

nuclear movement’s messaging and peel off supporters from the movement. Furthermore, they 

advised Schmidt to dramatically expanding international nuclear energy deals as it would form 
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the basis of a peaceful nuclear energy community with German leadership and keep the nuclear 

energy sector productive until a reprocessing plant could be built. By 1979, this foreign policy 

reorientation was complete and Schmidt had positioned West Germany to be one of the world’s 

largest nuclear energy technology exporters. 

In chapter four, I examine the effects and response of West German political actors to the 

Three Mile Island disaster in the United States. Despite increasing skepticism from Bundestag 

members and a growing anti-nuclear movement, Schmidt insisted on staying the course with his 

nuclear energy policy and continued to believe that the heavy investment in an international 

community with West Germany as its leader would sway voters about the necessity of nuclear 

energy. Then on March 28, 1979, the Three Mile Island nuclear reactor in the United States 

suffered a partial meltdown. Planned anti-nuclear energy protests at the proposed nuclear waste 

repository site in Gorleben grew dramatically when the news of this meltdown reached West 

Germany. Considering the increasing protests at Brokdorf and Gorleben and the news 

surrounding Three Mile Island, a small contingent of SPD members led by Representative 

Reinhard Ueberhorst mutinied against Schmidt’s policies and called for a Federal Enquete 

Commission to be established to investigate the future nuclear energy policies in West Germany. 

Despite Schmidt’s position against the establishment of a commission, the anti-nuclear SPD 

contingent gained support from other anti-nuclear advocates CSU to get a narrow majority for 

the establishment of a committee.  

Chapter five examines the crucial period from 1980-82 for Schmidt and the pro-nuclear 

movement in which they achieved a short-term victory in the political battle for nuclear energy 

but a long-term defeat in its longevity. By 1982, the groundwork for the 4th Atomic Energy 

Program was complete, and Schmidt’s government had even expanded its foreign policy and laid 
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the foundations for an "international peaceful nuclear energy community.” Schmidt’s view on 

trusting raw data and percentages from experts regarding the safety of nuclear energy and his 

repeated rejection of the anti-nuclear movement’s arguments about how one should feel about the 

risk of disaster had succeeded in creating a nuclear energy grid but at great cost. By 1982, I claim 

that Schmidt had won the political battle to enact many of his nuclear policies, but he lost the 

long-term battle of shaping public opinion’s perception on nuclear energy and a strong anti-

nuclear core of political actors had organized within the German political Left and would 

continue to organize around dismantling nuclear energy. The consequences of this would show in 

the following years. In the beginning of 1982, despite increasing tensions within the SPD, 

Schmidt and his government approved a budget plan for the next five years that provided 

funding for nuclear power plant construction, and they moved to approve more safety permits for 

the reactors that were under construction while also expanding foreign nuclear energy deals.  

On October 1, 1982, Helmut Schmidt’s coalition collapsed due to the left wing of the 

SPD and their opposition to the double-track NATO decision. Nuclear energy had lost one of its 

strongest proponents in Helmut Schmidt, but Kohl and his government were content to maintain 

the status quo of Schmidt’s government. Helmut Kohl and his CDU/CSU/FDP coalition would 

maintain the national nuclear energy grid but any appetite for expanding nuclear energy was 

absent. 

Schmidt’s decision to expand West German nuclear energy triggered a debate among 

experts, politicians, and bureaucrats, but the future of Schmidt’s proposals was decided by 

voters. Schmidt and his administration saw the development of nuclear energy as a necessity 

because nuclear energy and its technological and infrastructural developments offered a peaceful 

avenue for West Germany to showcase its status as an emerging world leader in science, 
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technology, and international relations. Schmidt also sought to further cement West Germany 

within the Western Alliance by using its framework as the basis for an international nuclear 

energy community. Rather than just pursue their own energy interests, Schmidt and the members 

of his cabinet and scientific experts believed the solution to energy independence was the 

development of an international nuclear energy community that relied on cooperation with the 

U.S., the Western transatlantic community, and increasing cooperation with the USSR-bloc in 

Eastern Europe. However, the Schmidt government lost the battle for public opinion regarding 

nuclear energy.  

In April 2023, a coalition government including Social Democrats and Greens decided to 

phase out nuclear energy in Germany. The nuclear energy debate during Helmut Schmidt’s 

chancellorship serves as a reminder about the importance of how democracies communicate their 

policies with the public. Simply put, the question of nuclear energy and its safety was a complex 

one and it became a battle of showcasing various experts and public figures against each other. A 

major debate raged for almost a decade among experts but was decided not by the experts but by 

German voters. Governments eager to create large scale programs cannot rely on expertise alone. 

They must educate the public and find ways to connect with them. Moreover, with the rise of 

scientific skepticism, building public support in long-term energy and environmentally 

sustainable policies and how these programs are communicated to the public is just as important 

as the content experts seek to share. 

  



21 
 

Chapter 1: The Origins of Fourth Atomic Energy Program and the West German Nuclear 

Energy Debate, 1973 – 1975 

 

The ascension of Helmut Schmidt, a strong nuclear energy proponent, to Chancellor, 

along with his pro-nuclear energy ministerial appointments, were key events in triggering the 

nuclear energy debate in West Germany from 1973 to 1986. Between 1949 and 1973, the West 

German government carried out three atomic energy programs with the goal of developing 

nuclear energy technology and building a series of reactors. But these programs generated less 

than 5% of the domestic energy. Instead, West German energy needs had been met by cheap 

crude oil and gasoline from Saudi Arabia and Iran. But this reliance would pose economic 

problems. In September 1973, the price for crude oil was roughly $3.38/barrel but 6 months later, 

the price would drastically increase by 261% to $11.65/barrel, and West Germany imported more 

than 95% of its oil by 1974.13 Consequently, the OPEC oil embargo created a massive energy 

and economic shock for West Germany.  

In this chapter, I argue that Helmut Schmidt emerged as the champion of nuclear energy 

in the Federal Republic and made the Fourth Atomic Energy Program his government’s priority. 

The plan had been originally devised under his predecessor Willy Brandt but Schmidt’s position 

as the Minister of Finance and dealing directly with the costs of the OPEC Oil Price Hike, 

combined with an unwillingness from the American and French leadership to form a united front 

towards OPEC motivated Schmidt to begin considering energy options that would prioritize 

autonomy.  After Brandt stepped down as Chancellor due to the Guillaume affair, Schmidt 

 
13 Gross, Energy and Power, 129. 
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ascended to the head of his party and nation and now had the opportunity he needed to begin 

reshaping West Germany’s energy paradigm. 

Other historians have also analyzed the importance of 1973 and West Germany’s energy 

crisis. Stephen Gross’ work in Energy and Power: Germany in the Age of Oil, Atoms, and 

Climate Change argues that 1973 was an important moment in West German energy history but 

focuses on the emergence of energy thinkers such as Ulf Lantzke who advocated for a 

“decoupling” mindset. That is, one that was focused less on continual energy consumption and 

utilizing the shock of 1973 to reconsider the energy paradigm. Felix Lieb’s Arbeit und Umwelt? 

Die Umwelt- und Energiepolitik der SPD zwischen Ökologie und Ökonomie 1969–1998 looks at 

1973 OPEC Oil Price Hike as the beginning of an internal split within the SPD between those 

who want to prioritize traditional economic growth and expanding coal operations and those who 

sought to raise environmental awareness and clashed with the traditional Social Democratic 

economic principles.14  

Both works recognize the importance of 1973 and the shock that OPEC triggered for the 

West German economy, but my intervention is to place Schmidt and his nuclear ambitions at the 

center of this moment. By utilizing sources from Schmidt’s personal archives, the Chancellor 

Helmut Schmidt Foundation, and the Federal Archives in Koblenz, I contend that Schmidt 

successfully utilized the opportunity that 1973 afforded and introduced his nuclear energy 

program as a new path forward for Germany but one that was also rooted in the traditions of the 

SPD’s identity as the party of progress and stressed that this was West Germany’s Fourth Atomic 

Program and there was a tradition of expertise that his government would continue.  

 
14 Felix Lieb. Arbeit und Umwelt? Die Umwelt- und Energiepolitik der SPD zwischen Ökologie und Ökonomie 1969–1998. 

Oldenbourg: De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2022. 12. 
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The other key component to comprehending why the nuclear energy debate developed is 

understanding Helmut Schmidt’s economic and energy philosophy. For Schmidt, the OPEC 

shock represented a critical moment for the West German economy to begin shifting away from 

energy imports to being capable of collaborating with neighboring nations in producing a nuclear 

energy grid. Schmidt inherited the plans for a “Fourth Atomic Energy Program” from his 

predecessor Chancellor Willy Brandt. But Schmidt took the crucial step of making nuclear 

energy an essential part of his vision to solve the energy crisis of the OPEC oil embargo as well 

as the subsequent stagflation economic crisis of the 1970s and thus provide a future of increased 

energy autonomy in West Germany. West Germany would still need to import the fuel needed for 

its nuclear reactors, namely uranium and plutonium, but Schmidt advocated for reactors that 

were incredibly efficient in their use of reactor fuel. The Chancellor also contended that uranium 

imports could flow from more reliable trade partners within the transatlantic alliance. Schmidt 

appointed similar advocates of nuclear energy in key positions, such as his Minister of Research 

and Technology, Hans Matthöfer, to implement the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. Schmidt and 

Matthöfer believed that the authority of the West German federal government would provide 

enough legitimacy and calm skeptical voters.  Schmidt and Matthöfer anticipated that public 

forums, federal and state government permits, and corporate reassurance concerning 

environmental precautions would be enough to assuage the worries of anti-nuclear advocates. 

They were overly optimistic.  

In 1975, protests at the first reactor site of the Fourth Atomic Energy Program outside of 

the village of Wyhl gained national attention. These protests triggered a nationwide debate about 

expertise and trusting the federal government, as well as the viability and necessity of nuclear 
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energy for the Federal Republic of Germany.  

 

The Origins of West German Nuclear Energy 

 To understand the significance of the Fourth Atomic Energy Program and the subsequent 

nuclear energy debate in West Germany, it is essential to discuss the previous three nuclear 

energy programs and broader history of nuclear energy in West Germany. Prior to the First 

Atomic Energy Program, there was a public debate in West German in the immediate aftermath 

of the Second World War about whether the West German government should develop nuclear 

technology at all. After West Germany gained full sovereignty and joined NATO in 1955, 

Chancellor Konrad Adenauer of the Christian Democratic Party (CDU) created a Ministry for 

Atomic Affairs and appointed the prominent Christian Social Union (CSU) politician Franz Josef 

Strauss as its minister. Strauss sought to set up a nuclear energy program but also sought to 

develop a military program to create a nuclear weapons program for West Germany. This 

decision triggered a major debate in which physicists such as Otto Hahn, Walter Gerlach, Carl 

Friedrich von Weizsäcker, and Werner Heisenberg, all experts who had been recruited to build an 

atomic bomb for the Third Reich, publicly opposed the military program.15 In April 1957, Hahn, 

Gerlach, Weizsäcker, and Heisenberg and fourteen other prominent scientists, physicists, and 

nuclear experts signed what was known as the Göttingen Manifesto in which they denounced any 

sort of nuclear weapons program and instead called for only peaceful nuclear technology to be 

developed in West Germany.16 The experts also refused to aid in any program that would develop 

 
15 For more on the Nazi nuclear efforts as well and whether they fully pursued an atomic bomb, and the historiographical debate 

about the feasibility of German scientists’ seeking to rehabilitate their image after the war see: Mark Walker. German National 

Socialism and the Quest for Nuclear Power, 1939–49. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993. 
16 Walter Gerlach, Otto Hahn, Werner Heisenberg, and Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker. "The Göttingen Manifesto" Georg-August 

Universität. https://www.uni-goettingen.de/en/the+manifesto/54320.html. 
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atomic weapons. Adenauer and Strauss recognized that creating a political enemy out of 

prominent scientists would not fare well and agreed to demilitarize West Germany’s nuclear 

programs. The consequence of the Göttingen Manifesto and the subsequent debate was that most 

German voters were against the development of nuclear weapons programs and highlighted the 

anxieties surrounding nuclear technology and the memory of the Third Reich. 

 Despite losing the bid to secure a nuclear weapons program, Adenauer announced the 

creation of the First Atomic Energy Program for West Germany in 1957. This program was a 

modest beginning and called for the construction of five nuclear plants to be built and running 

within the following decade.17 Despite these ambitions, the program failed, however, as only 

three plants received the necessary funding for construction and operation.18 The Ministry for 

Atomic Affairs and the Ministry for Economics cooperated in organizing the necessary 

technology and reactor locations but the Christian Democratic Union-Christian Social Union 

coalition sought to fund the majority of the program from either private enterprise or from 

foreign investments, namely President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace Initiative, and 

the European Atomic Energy Collective EURATOM. Furthermore, when many electric 

companies could not receive government backing for insurance in the event of a nuclear disaster, 

many companies withdrew their initial investments and Eisenhower’s initial funding promises 

turned out to be lower than expected.19 The lesson that pro-nuclear advocates learned from this 

first foray was that if a national program was to be successful, it required massive amounts of 

federal funding and backing for insurance purposes. 

 
17 Gross, Energy and Power, 111. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., 111. 
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 In 1963, a newly organized CDU-CSU-FDP coalition reinvigorated West Germany 

nuclear energy ambitions with a Second Atomic Energy Program. Under Chancellor Ludwig 

Erhard, the federal government committed 5.3 billion Deutsche Marks (DMs) for a four-year 

program that would be dedicated to developing a new generation of Light Water Reactors 

(LWRs) as well as building two new large commercial reactors.20 The Second Atomic Energy 

Program also rewrote laws surrounding liability for electric companies and nuclear reactors. The 

West German state agreed to cover 90% of losses on commercial plants or up to 100 million 

DMs.21 This program proved far more successful than its predecessor and increasingly saw 

voices from the Social Democratic Party (SPD), such as future Chancellor Willy Brandt, declare 

that the future of West Germany’s energy needs were dependent upon the “the unhindered 

civilian use of the atom”22 Despite its success, the program revealed that West Germany was far 

behind nations like the United States and the UK in its atomic energy production. 

 With momentum building for a successful nuclear energy grid, the Third Atomic Energy 

Program was declared in 1966 under the CDU-SPD “Grand Coalition” of Chancellor Kurt-Georg 

Kiesinger.23 This program allocated 6.2 billion DMs to nuclear research and the construction of 

two more reactors, but in contrast to the previous two programs, most of the funding was devoted 

to the development of new reactor models. In addition to LWRs, the program allocated funds to 

research High Temperature Reactor models (HTRs) and Fast Breeder Reactor models (FBRs). 

The program also funded uranium enrichment sites and prioritized the development of supply 

 
20 Ibid., 115. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Deutscher Bundestag Stenographische Berichte, 5. Wahlperiode, 106th Session, April 27 1967, 4942; „Ohne billige Energie 

keine Zukunft:..“, SPD Pressedienst, November 21, 1969. 
23 See more on the public opinion surveys and discussion of public sentiment towards nuclear energy in West Germany in Frank 

Uekotter’s Atomare Demokratie: Eine Geschichte Der Kernenergie in Deutschland. He discusses that historically, the CDU/CSU 

and SPD parties both supported nuclear energy but the SPD leadership’s policies prioritized coal and with access to cheap oil, 

there was less of an incentive to invest in nuclear energy. 
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chains necessary to maintain a nuclear energy grid and to explore the possibility of exporting 

these reactors to other nations.24  

As West German economic growth began to slow in the late 1960s, voices within the 

SPD leadership such as Willy Brandt or Horst Ehmke, Brandt’s Chief of Staff, recognized that 

nuclear energy could provide a reliable solution to West Germany’s energy needs in order to 

maintain growth.25 While West Germany had an abundance of coal, the nation was reliant on 

importing oil and natural gas for its energy needs. Expanding nuclear energy offered an 

opportunity to the German energy sector to shift towards importing uranium from the United 

States, Canada, and France, who had proved to be more reliable trading partners. Coal alone 

could not provide enough output for the energy needed for reliable economic growth. For Brandt 

or Ehmke, nuclear energy output an incredible amount of energy for the small input of uranium 

or plutonium that was required and offered a possible solution to filling energy needs. Therefore, 

when Brandt become Chancellor in 1969, he eagerly called for an expansion of nuclear energy 

and his ministers drafted a Fourth Atomic Energy Program. 

The Unveiling of the Fourth Atomic Energy Program 

On February 13, 1973, Ehmke, the Minister for Research and Technology, held the final 

public forum in a series allowing for discussion about the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. The 

meetings were scheduled around major cities and potential locations for relevant sites in West 

Germany. The forums also allowed German voters from different geographic, economic, and 

cultural backgrounds to express their concerns about the program and to learn about why the 

 
24 Gross, Energy and Power, 121. 
25 Dr. Horst Ehmke was a member of the SPD since 1947 and had served in the party’s leadership council since 1969. Ehmke 

served as Chief of Staff to the German Chancellery from 1969 to 1972 under Chancellor Willy Brandt before he was promoted to 

Minister of Research and Technology in 1972. 
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federal government felt the necessity to increase its production of atomic energy. In the leadup to 

this final public forum, Ehmke explained that more than 4500 copies of a pamphlet were 

distributed to German citizens to read about the atomic energy program.26 Throughout the course 

of his introductory remarks, Ehmke explained that a growing German economy required more 

reliable sources of energy and that nuclear provided a lot of promise in its returns for safe and 

reliable energy.27 

 In 1973, West Germany had six active nuclear reactors with two more nearing 

construction. With the Fourth Atomic Energy Program, the Federal Republic envisioned itself 

constructing more than 10 additional reactors and becoming the third largest atomic energy 

producing nation among Western nations. Furthermore, Ehmke pointed out that in 1973, more 

than 55% of West Germany’s energy needs were reliant on imported resources, in particular, oil 

and gasoline for its industry. West Germany also imported more than 95% of its crude oil from 

the Middle East and if any conflict broke out in the region, it would have the potential to 

severely cripple West Germany’s energy economy.28 West Germany’s did not have a domestic 

supply of uranium but could benefit from diversifying its imports between its transatlantic allies 

and were thus less subject to interruptions if the international situation changed. If West 

Germany began the process of shifting to nuclear energy by investing in the new generation of 

Light Water Reactors (LWRs), the country would be able to take more steps toward energy 

independence and even sell surplus energy to bolster its economy. Projections estimated that if 

all the new generation of LWRs were constructed, West Germany would become the largest 

 
26 Bundeskanzler Helmut Schmidt Stiftung Archiv (BKHS), Horst Ehmke, Diskussion über das 4. Atomprogramm, UE 11.1. 315.   
27 Ibid.., 316. 
28 BKHS (Bundeskanzler Helmut Schmidt Stiftung Archiv), Horst Ehmke, Viertes Atomprogramm der Bundesrepublik 

Deutschland für die Jahre 1973 bis 1976, UE 31.11, 30. 
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nuclear energy power generator in Western Europe.29 Therefore, Ehmke stated that while nuclear 

provided only 2% of West Germany’s energy supply in 1971, the Fourth Atomic Energy Plan 

envisioned it meeting 25% of West Germany’s electricity demands by 1980 and more than 50% 

of demands by 1990.30 

The program envisioned West Germany drastically increasing its cooperation with other 

nuclear energy powers but also called for increasing cooperation with non-nuclear energy 

powers. The program also proposed creating more than 200,000 jobs in the next three years with 

the possibility of retaining more than 40% of them, which represented a large number 

considering many of the jobs were regarded as temporary and related to construction. 

Furthermore, the program called for the creation of 1650 jobs and 650 Million Deutsche Marks 

specifically dedicated to researching and facilitating nuclear technological exchanges between 

West Germany and the United States, France, Denmark, the Netherlands, the UK, Norway, 

Spain, Italy, as well as international organizations such as the EURATOM, the International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN).31 The 

program also created an office that was dedicated to initiating dialogues about nuclear energy 

exchanges between West Germany and Eastern European nations as a continuation of Chancellor 

Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik.  

Lastly, the program introduced the idea of creating dialogues with non-nuclear power 

companies to improve relations between West Germany and the ‘developing world.’  It aimed to 

create the beginnings of trade negotiations and partnerships that could last up to 40 years if a 

 
29 Ibid., 31. 
30 Ibid., 29. 
31 This collaboration was not new and stemming from this program. It was an expansion of an international effort dedicated 

towards technological exchange that began in the aftermath of the Second World War. For more, see Martin Kohlrausch and 

Helmuth Trischler. Building Europe on Expertise Innovators, Organizers, Networkers. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.  
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reactor construction deal was reached in parts of South America, Africa, or Asia. Additionally, 

the Fourth Atomic Energy Program earmarked 20 million DMs to begin a scientific and cultural 

exchange program with non-nuclear countries for “the further training of scientists and experts 

from developing countries in Germany at universities, nuclear research centers and in industry… 

In addition to this, courses are also to be held by German experts in the partner countries.”32 

West Germany’s government therefore saw the Fourth Atomic Energy Program as a 

means of not only growing its energy capabilities but also using these developments as a means 

of becoming the premier nuclear energy power that would help nations in South America, Africa, 

and Asia, do the same under German leadership. In addition to major financial investments and 

partnerships that would last the 40-year duration of the reactors, West German leadership in this 

field would also represent an emergence of German technological and scientific leadership on 

the world stage. This represented one of the largest forays in scientific and technological 

diplomacy since the Second World War and allow West German leadership to present a new 

global image.  

The Fourth Atomic Energy Program demonstrated an extensive effort to expand West 

Germany’s nuclear infrastructure for the following four years with the goal of developing 

nuclear energy into the primary source of West German energy. Furthermore, the plan also 

envisioned technological and cultural exchanges between the Federal Republic and the rest of the 

world. Nuclear energy offered an avenue for the West German government to wean itself off 

energy imports and to instead become an energy and technology supplier that would greatly 

boost West Germany’s increasing export economy.  

 
32 Ibid., 86. 
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At the forum, Ehmke emphasized that the primary goal of the Fourth Atomic Energy 

program was “to ensure an environmentally friendly and cost-effective energy supply for the 

Federal Republic of Germany in the long term, but also to protect society from the potential 

dangers of nuclear energy.”33 After introducing the program, Ehmke invited the crowd to a panel 

discussion of six experts, all of whom held advanced degrees in fields related to nuclear energy, 

so that voters could ask questions that they were concerned about. Ehmke emphasized the 

importance of the voter’s feedback as the discussion was designed to create what he called 

“professional publicity” so that voters could see the program’s transparency and trust that 

government officials were approaching this nuclear energy program with voter’s concerns in 

mind.34  

 Ehmke then yielded the floor to Dr. Wolf Schmidt-Küster, the deputy assistant secretary 

for the Ministry of Research and Technology, to explain the history of West Germany’s nuclear 

energy program.35 Schmidt-Küster explained that the previous atomic programs had helped West 

Germany catch up to nuclear energy powerhouses like the United States, but only the  Fourth 

Atomic Energy Program offered the possibility to take the lead in the global energy space with a 

new type of nuclear reactor technology known as the Light Water Reactor (LWR).36 He then 

elaborated that with the massive funding of 6.4 billion Deutsche Marks, the new generation of 

LWR’s could produce upwards of 10,000 Megawatts per reactor – [enough energy to power 

more than 8000 homes reliably over the course of year]. And with this level of production, 

 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., 317. 
35 Dr. Wolf Schmidt-Küster was a lifelong member of the SPD, held a degree in nuclear engineering, and was a strong proponent 

of nuclear energy. In 1976, he was the project lead for the question of nuclear energy waste for the Fourth Atomic Energy 

Program and received a political appointment to be the deputy assistant secretary within the Ministry for Research and 

Technology. Schmidt-Küster would go on to champion the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. After Schmidt’s government 

collapsed, Schmidt-Küster would go on to become the Secretary General of the European Atomic Energy Forum. 
36 BKHS, Horst Ehmke, Diskussion über das 4. Atomprogramm, UE 11.1., 322. 
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nuclear technology could be just as efficient in its production as other energy sources in West 

Germany. 

Schmidt-Küster reported that the program would invest significant funds to develop 

peaceful nuclear technology as well as develop environmentally safe procedures. He stressed that 

similar to its predecessors, the Fourth Atomic Energy Program served exclusively peaceful 

purposes, stating:    

Above all, it is intended to help secure the long-term energy supply of the Federal 

Republic of Germany with environmentally friendly and cost-effective energy through 

the use of nuclear energy. It is intended to protect the population from the potential 

dangers of nuclear technology. It should contribute to the further development of an 

efficient and competitive economy in a forward-looking field and help to gain and deepen 

scientific knowledge.37 

  

Lastly, Schmidt-Küster showcased that West Germany’s energy needs would continue to grow 

and that by the year 2000, West Germans could expect nuclear energy to provide roughly 

380,000 Megawatts to meet their needs, more than 50% of the projected energy needs in West 

Germany.38 With the Fourth Atomic Energy Program, West German officials believed that the 

country could  become the world leader in Light Water Reactor technology, develop its scientific 

knowledge and meet German energy needs.    

Schmidt-Küster continued that these new generation of reactors would also be more 

efficient in electrical production as nuclear waste disposal centers would capable extract fuel 

from nuclear waste, reducing the amount of uranium needed to run the reactors. He mentioned 

that in addition to developing LWR technology, the Fourth Atomic Energy Program earmarked 

large amounts of funding for the diversification of nuclear energy.  This  would fund a new 
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generation of Sodium-cooled Breeder Reactors (SNR), Fast Breeder Reactors (FBR), and High-

Temperature Reactors (HTR), all which would be able to stretch the limited supply of uranium 

that West Germany could secure.39 Despite not having large uranium deposits, the development 

of these reactors meant that West Germany would be able to rely less on imports as it would be 

able to produce more energy with less uranium and plutonium.  

Schmidt-Küster turned the last portion of the public forum over to Dr. Josef Rembser, the 

General Director of Basic Research and Coordinator of International Cooperation at the Ministry 

of Research and Technology.40 Rembser began his section by emphasizing the issue of 

international collaboration. The new generation of reactors were part of a larger partnership 

between West Germany, the Netherlands, and the UK in which West Germany would fund 70% 

of the research, and the UK and Netherlands would each contribute 15% of the projects’ overall 

costs.41 In addition to this specific reactor collaboration, Rembser noted that the nuclear energy 

program would also designate a specific department dedicated to international collaboration and 

seek to develop technological exchanges with the United States, Western European allies, as well 

as the Soviet-bloc and Eastern Europe as a continuation of Chancellor Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik. 

He emphasized that international collaboration was central to the project because West German 

technology combined with other nuclear energy leaders like the United States, or the UK 

guaranteed a collective effort to prioritize safety with nuclear waste. Furthermore, expanding 

 
39 Ibid., 329 
40 Dr. Josef Rembser was born in 1929 in Niederselters, Hesse. He went on to obtain a Ph.D. in physics from the University of 
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nuclear energy offered West Germany an opportunity to build a collective energy grid with its 

European neighbors to wean itself off reliance on crude oil. 

Rembser reported on the feedback from the public on the draft of the program for nuclear 

energy. He had received 85 formal comments on the draft of the nuclear program. “Of these 85 

comments, 11 came from universities, 16 from non-university research institutions or their 

employees, 23 from employees from industry or industrial associations and 35 from… non-profit 

organizations.”42 Of the feedback, the two strongest complaints that Rembser shared with the 

public were concerns regarding the relationship between the nuclear industry and the state, and 

the concerns regarding the nuclear energy program and the environment. On the first complaint, 

Rembser shared the text of the comment with the public stating, “According to one argument, the 

nuclear program reads like an advertisement for the nuclear industry and is geared purely 

towards industrial interests. Furthermore - there is a lack of an industry-politically coordinated 

concept for the necessary cooperation between companies in the reactor industry.”43 According 

to the meeting minutes, Rembser did not offer any feedback on this point and moved on to the 

next question, which concerned the peaceful use of nuclear energy in the environment. Rembser 

noted that they had received feedback from a total of 23 anti-nuclear energy organizations, but 

the most detailed comment was a 19-page report from German branch of the World Alliance of 

Life, an international Environmentalist and Protestant Organization, which argued that the 

Fourth Atomic Energy Program should not be continued because: 

it is unacceptable to expose parts of the population to additional radiation, even if it is 

still small. Biological safety takes a back seat to technical safety in the program; there is a 

lack of a sufficient research program to clarify ecological issues in the use of nuclear 

energy; the use of nuclear energy cannot be justified until the effects of radiation on 

human life have been fully clarified; Reactor pressure vessels cannot withstand the 
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stresses that occur; it is doubtful whether emergency cooling systems for reactor cores 

work; reactors are particularly at risk in times of emergency and, somewhat resignedly, a 

10-year construction freeze for nuclear power plants is called for. Several statements in 

this context deal with legal aspects of the plan approval procedure mentioned in the draft 

program and with criticism of the approval procedure and approval practice.44  

 

Rembser did not go on further to comment on these concerns, but their inclusion within the 

public forum demonstrates that the organizers of the Fourth Atomic Energy Program were aware 

of anti-nuclear sentiment but viewed the anti-nuclear arguments as solely concerned with the 

environment. 

Overall, Schmidt-Küster and Rembser’s presentations are important because they indicate 

how government figures conducted public discussions. Moreover, the nature of the presentation 

highlighted the government’s efforts to emphasize a long, positive history of West Germany’s 

nuclear energy, the potential to be a world leader in reactor technology, and the project offering 

an avenue toward integrating West Germany into a larger community of nuclear energy 

producing partners. Schmidt-Küster’s presentation also demonstrates a curious strategy on the 

part of the German government, which was to awe the public by presenting engineers and 

experts who would explain the scientific developments in great detail and trust that the public 

would understand them. Schmidt-Küster’s presentation of the different reactor types, their fuel 

cycles, and the way fission processes developed in each of them provided detailed scientific 

explanations and took little effort to put these processes into terms and phrases that non-experts 

would understand. Therefore, the federal government’s forum explained what they planned on 

doing for the Fourth Atomic Energy Program, but it was unclear if the broader public understood 
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the ramifications. This left the potential for miscommunications and misunderstandings 

surrounding nuclear energy and its effects on the surrounding environment.   

The Official Proposal and Plan for the Fourth Atomic Energy Program 

Roughly two weeks after the public forum in February 1973, Ehmke unveiled the official 

proposal for the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. Ehmke’s plan called for the largest expansion to 

the nuclear energy grid in the Federal Republic’s history. The plan called for an investment of 

over 6.4 billion Deutsche Marks to create a new generation of nuclear reactors, a complete fuel 

cycle to create fuel and properly handle nuclear waste, and to provide more than 30% of the 

Federal Republic’s energy needs.45 The public forum had demonstrated that there were skeptics 

about nuclear energy for a multitude of reasons. To address them directly, Ehmke’s proposal 

stated that despite these reservations, the “significance of nuclear energy and its further 

development in terms of energy policy” as well as “the international… cooperation in the 

peaceful use of nuclear energy and the prevention of its misuse” were enough justification for the 

creation of a Fourth Atomic Energy Program.46 The Fourth Atomic Energy Program would, 

however, create a specific office dedicated to researching and planning “the special requirements 

of safety and environmental protection.”47  

Ehmke’s proposal then shifted to the costs and aims for the Fourth Atomic Energy 

Program. The program allocated more than 2 billion Deutsche Marks (DMs) over the next four 

years to reactor development, and over 1 billion DMs on uranium enrichment facilities, which 

collected raw uranium ore and refined it to create purified uranium fuel which was essential for 
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the nuclear fission process to create energy. Additionally, the plan allocated an additional billion 

to nuclear waste processing plants, and more than 3 billion DMs on researching and developing 

the next generation of reactor technology to place West Germany at the forefront of nuclear 

energy technology.48 To carry out this massive program, the Fourth Atomic Energy Program 

would be centralized under the Federal Minister for Research and Technology, who would then 

consult with other ministers about educating the public, maintain health and safety standards, and 

securing permits and the necessary locations for reactor sites.49 Under the centralized authority of 

the Ministry for Research and Technology, the Fourth Atomic Energy Program had three primary 

objectives: “securing an environmentally friendly and cost-effective energy supply for Germany 

in the long term, to protect society from the potential dangers of nuclear energy use,” and “to 

gain and deepen scientific knowledge.50”   

It is worth noting Ehmke’s emphasis on safety and environmental preservation in the 

program’s official draft. While he had not addressed the concerns raised during the public forum, 

his inclusion of them in the official draft demonstrates that Ehmke and the Ministry for Research 

and Technology were addressing some of the anti-nuclear advocates’ concerns with the program. 

The decision to federalize the program under the Ministry for Research and Technology was also 

important as it signified a move away from addressing regional concerns and instead allowing 

Bonn to make the final decisions. With Ehmke’s proposal, all that was left for the policy 

proposal was to be discussed and passed by the SPD-FDP coalition among the Chancellor and 

the Ministers as well as the Bundestag. The news of war in the Middle East, however, would 
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propel the question of the necessity of nuclear energy to headlines across West Germany.   

 

1973 OPEC Oil Price Hike and Embargo 

 On October 6, 1973, Egyptian and Syrian forces attacked Israeli positions, beginning the 

Yom-Kippur War. That same week, the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 

hiked their prices by almost 20% in support of their Arab allies, and within another week, they 

announced that OPEC members would continue to raise prices, reduce oil output, and began 

embargoing nations that were deemed as “non-complying states.”51 Over the next three months, 

prices continued to climb, and at one point they reached more than ten times their original price 

per barrel, all while OPEC nations continued to reduce their supply or threatened full embargos 

on nations for the foreseeable future. West German leadership managed to avoid a full oil 

embargo, but the country was subject to a massive increase in prices and was now competing 

with most European nations for the reduced amount of oil available from OPEC nations. 

Chancellor Willy Brandt’s cabinet took immediate action and issued a time limit on heating 

homes, a ban on Sunday driving, and ordered German companies to begin ration discussions 

during the months of November, December, and January as prices for gasoline tripled overnight 

in some parts of West Germany.52  

The German economy also shrank, and magazines and newspapers reported on job losses 

and the inability to heat homes. German media such as Der Spiegel declared this crisis to have 

the potential to grind the German economy to a halt and likened the crisis to the German 
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economic disaster of 1929.53 To discuss possible solutions, in December 1973, Der Spiegel 

published an edition with the headline “Rescue Through Coal?” and examined how the German 

Chancellor and his cabinet were addressing the energy crisis and whether turning back to coal 

would be the answer for West German energy needs. Overall, the articles of this edition were 

critical of Chancellor Brandt and his Minister of Economics, Hans Friderichs. During a special 

session on the floor of the Bundestag where Friderichs was questioned by representatives, Der 

Spiegel reported that “to show the German people how much he is tormented by rising heating 

costs, [Representative] Herbert Wehner posed an embarrassing question to Economics Minister 

Friderichs during the energy debate in the Bundestag: what he would do if, as a tenant, a 30 

percent higher heating bill was put "through his slit" on December 1. Friderichs…searched for 

answers....”54  

Not all members of Brandt’s cabinet were criticized however, as Der Spiegel heaped 

praise on the efforts of German Finance Minister Helmut Schmidt and drummed up his old 

nickname, “the Crisis Manager.”55 Schmidt gave an interview to Der Spiegel and was outspoken 

about this moment being one where “we need state intervention” to get the economic and energy 

crisis under control. Furthermore, Schmidt called for a shift in energy policy for the Federal 

Republic and argued for “a marriage of nuclear energy and coal" to be the bedrock of German 

energy going forward to provide the majority of West Germany’s energy needs.56 Despite 

Schmidt’s efforts, the main article emphasized the uncertainty surrounding West Germany’s 

future with oil and stated, “The Chancellor and Helmut Schmidt announced a bleak future as a 

result of the oil crisis. Their liberal coalition partners, on the other hand, warn that ‘we can also 
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get into a serious crisis through talk.’ No one knows at the moment how scarce the oil really is 

and whether the Arabs will actually deliver less next year.”57 As 1973 came to a close, the West 

German ministers met with Chancellor Brandt and formally voted to approve the Fourth Atomic 

Energy Program; the program’s bill would be sent to the Bundestag for a formal vote. There 

were many questions about whether West Germany would make major shifts in its energy 

policy, but it was clear to government leaders that West Germany either needed to find a new 

source of oil or develop new forms of domestic energy.  

In February 1974, the United States Department of Energy and State Department 

coordinated an international energy conference in Washington D.C. in hopes of creating a united 

front against OPEC’s embargo and price hike. For the West German government, this was the 

best opportunity to secure either a new supplier of oil or promises from the US for aid before 

drastically shifting its energy policy. Helmut Schmidt attended the conference and gave a speech 

titled “The Challenge of Cooperation” on February 11. He stressed that the Western nations had 

arrived at a crossroads and that, “two paths are open to us: One is that everyone is trying to save 

their own skin, and it looks as if some governments are tempted to believe that this is the only 

realistic way to deal with the oil problem and its economic and political consequences… the 

other way is to work together to find a common answer to a common problem.”58 He also 

emphasized that the OPEC leaders had turned the Western nations’ desire for economic growth 

against them by limiting the supply of crude oil and gasoline and forcing the nations to compete 

against one another in the open market.  
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Schmidt stated that while West Germany was a wealthy nation and had large cash 

reserves to try and secure its own supply of oil but that this would just lead to economic 

competition and frustration among its neighbors. Instead, he proposed to use this moment to shift 

energy production away from oil and toward nuclear and other forms of energy that the Western 

nations could cooperate on. Schmidt declared, “I am convinced that it is possible to meet energy 

needs if we work together to steadily and reasonably increase energy production…through the 

more intensive use of other energy sources, especially nuclear energy [emphasis added].”59 This 

was the first time Schmidt called for an international shift to nuclear, considering the OPEC oil 

price crisis. But he did little to sway the members at the Washington energy conference, as few 

policy changes emerged. Nevertheless, these remarks reflect that nuclear energy was on 

Schmidt’s mind and he would continue to champion it in the following months. 

In April 1974, Schmidt again urged seizing the moment to rethink energy production and 

cooperation in the pages of Foreign Affairs. He reflected that “after the Washington Energy 

Conference in mid-February, the impression remains in many respects depressing that the world 

economy has entered a phase of external instability and that its future course is uncertain…. 

More integration, deeper cooperation and a better division of labor can increase the overall 

welfare of nations.”60 Schmidt argued that this moment of crisis was not simply because of the 

OPEC leaders’ decisions. The price hike revealed a larger global inequality between oil 

producers and oil consumers. Furthermore, it would be foolish to think that force or pressure 

could make energy prices or oil prices return to what they once were.  “It would be a mistake to 

continue to pursue the oil problem with illusions, with superficial smoke and mirrors in the style 
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of former gunboat diplomacy or with self-importance. Both sides, the oil-producing and the oil-

consuming countries, must learn to understand and evaluate mutual interests, the mutual means 

and possibilities, because only then can wrong actions and corresponding reactions be avoided. 

Judging by the hectic processes of the last nine months, this is by no means fully recognized.”61 

Schmidt argued that the oil consuming nations had achieved levels of prosperity that a century 

ago would have been thought impossible but that these nations supported their growth with 

cheap oil prices from their ability to extract from oil producing nations. In April 1974, the 

average price per barrel of crude oil was $11.65, and Schmidt wrote that the  

transfer price of $1.80 for a barrel of Arabian crude oil from the Persian Gulf, as it was 

set in January 1970, will not return. This will no longer be the case because after ten 

years of systematic OPEC policy, supported by twenty years of careless energy policy by 

the consumer countries, the oil producers now have the power, in the form of the OPEC 

cartel, to achieve their distribution target by increasing prices. They have the power of 

being the owner of scarce resources.62  

For Schmidt, the solution required two steps. First, oil-consuming nations needed to shift 

away from their reliance on oil, as well as develop new forms of technology as the OPEC nations 

would not be in any position to cede their oil-producing advantage. But in addition to developing 

new and more efficient forms of energy, the oil-consuming nations needed to also develop a 

more unified energy policy. Schmidt argued that part of what was behind the economic crisis and 

instability was spite on the part of the oil-producing nations, therefore:  

assuming that most developed countries with high prosperity have a high preference for 

peace, while most underdeveloped countries have a high preference for greater 

prosperity, there must be a level at which a convergence of preferences stabilizes the 

global political situation at a higher level of prosperity, even in the countries that are now 

poor. It is therefore in the interests of global peacekeeping to pursue a comprehensive 

policy of economic cooperation rather than a policy of economic apartheid.63  
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For Schmidt, this idea of economic and technological cooperation would be important in shaping 

future foreign and domestic nuclear energy policy. It was, in his view, also essential in view of 

the OPEC oil shock and the resulting need for adaptation. Within a matter of weeks, he would be 

able to lead these changes. On April 24, 1974 Günther Guillaume, an advisor to Chancellor 

Willy Brandt, was arrested on espionage charges, and within weeks, Brandt resigned as the 

Chancellor.  

On May 16, 1974, Schmidt was sworn in as German Chancellor. Two days later, in his 

inaugural speech on the floor of the Bundestag, Schmidt emphasized that his government would 

carry on the work of his predecessor and continue the nuclear energy program.64 He reminded 

German voters that “the Fourth nuclear program was approved by the cabinet in December 

1973” and that construction of nuclear power plants would begin within the next year.65 He 

stressed that “when building new power stations, the justified demands of environmental 

protection must be taken into account without causing delays that are neither objectively 

necessary nor permitted.66 Even in his inaugural speech regarding the continuation of the nuclear 

energy program, Schmidt’s tone reflects that the clash between technocrats vs. populists and 

expertise vs. democracy was beginning. 

 

Schmidt Appoints Matthöfer as Minister of Research and Technology and Wyhl 

 In May, Schmidt appointed Hans Matthöfer as his Minister of Research and Technology. 

Matthöfer was an outspoken proponent for nuclear energy and was convinced that expanding 
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West Germany’s nuclear energy grid would reduce unemployment and be the key to bolstering 

confidence in Schmidt’s government during the energy and economic crisis. Matthöfer was one 

of the most important actors in implementing the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. He was born 

in 1925 to a Catholic family in Bochum. Matthöfer served in the Panzer Corps during the Second 

World War and after the war, became an ardent supporter of the SPD. He studied political science 

and economics at the University of Frankfurt am Main and was a major proponent for strong 

unions within the energy sector and stronger government programs to prevent an economic 

collapse and the rise of anti-democratic forces. He was a leader within his university’s SPD 

chapter and quickly climbed the ranks of the party leadership after being voted to the Bundestag 

in 1968. He gained national attention when he spearheaded laws to strengthen trade-unions and 

also openly opposed his party’s support for emergency legislation laws in 1968 to allow the 

government to crack down on students’ protests. Furthermore, he was an outspoken proponent of 

nuclear energy and argued that coal and nuclear energy could provide a stable and reliable source 

of energy for West Germany.  

In 1972, he was voted into the SPD leadership and when Chancellor Willy Brandt 

resigned, Helmut Schmidt offered him a new role in his cabinet as the leader of the Minister of 

Research and Technology.  Under the Fourth Atomic Energy Program’s guidelines, the Minister 

of Research and Technology oversaw the implementation of the entire program, and this placed 

Matthöfer in a key position to influence decisions regarding nuclear energy expansion in West 

Germany. He quickly identified new sites thought to be appropriate for nuclear reactors and 

worked with corporations in the nuclear power industry to secure necessary permits.  

The first site that would break ground under Matthöfer’s tenure was outside the village of 

Wyhl in Baden-Württemberg, close to the French border. Wyhl was a small wine and agrarian 
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community. But villagers, vintners, and farmers fiercely resisted the construction of a nuclear 

reactor, as anti-nuclear advocates expressed concerns about powerplants radiation and fallout 

could affect local crops and wine.67 Despite these concerns, the Ministry for Research and 

Technology selected Wyhl to host one of the aforementioned public forums to communicate the 

benefits of nuclear energy and received immense support from the Christian Democratic Union 

(CDU) Minister-President of Baden-Württemberg, Hans Filbinger.68  The plans for construction 

at Wyhl called for the construction of an older model of an atomic energy plant, a heavy water 

reactor (HWR). This site had been identified under the 3rd Atomic Energy Program but was 

ultimately delayed and indefinitely postponed due to strong local opposition to nuclear energy 

construction.69 Matthöfer felt that because so much of the preparation had already been 

completed, the Wyhl site would offer a good opportunity to portray Schmidt’s government acting 

decisively and quickly to begin providing more energy amid the energy crisis. Furthermore, 

Matthöfer argued that if the government could convince the town about the feasibility and safety 

of nuclear energy, this would go a long way in weakening anti-nuclear sentiment in Wyhl but 

also across West Germany. Despite these assurances, more than 330 agitated individuals showed 

up to the town hall meeting in January 1975 to express their concerns that radiation from the 

plant could affect local vintners’ grapes and wine products. The meeting ended in an uproar with 

the mayor of Wyhl, Wolfgang Zimmer declaring “don’t make me turn off the microphone!”70 

Despite these concerns, on January 22, 1975, Ministry of Research and Technology announced 

that the plan was to break ground on this reactor in February 1975. 
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 On February 17, 1975, the federal government and state government of Baden- 

Württemberg issued the final permits to the Kraftwerk Union (KWU) company, and without any 

ceremony or public announcement, zoned off the construction site with threats of fines for 

trespassing or loitering. That same day, local authorities arrested eight local anti-nuclear 

protestors in the village of Wyhl on charges that the individuals violated the perimeters of the 

construction site in anticipation of protests.71 The arrests drew regional attention. The following 

day, 300 anti-nuclear protestors comprised of men, women, and children showed up to the Wyhl 

reactor site to protest. Over the course of the day, the protest escalated, and by the evening of 

February 18th, the protestors had taken control of the heavy machinery, forced the workers off the 

property, and completely halted construction.72  

Reporters now flocked to the site to catch images of these events while politicians, both 

in Wyhl and in Bonn, sought to understand what was transpiring at the first reactor site. The 

following day, the Minister-President of Baden-Württemberg Hans Filbinger, declared that the 

“local citizenry is not behind this action [at the Wyhl reactor site]” and instead, the protestors 

were “nationally organized manipulators.”73 Filbinger’s remarks casted the protestors not as 

genuinely concerned locals, but as radical leftist revolutionaries who were bent on undermining 

the republic with violence. He assured listeners that as Minister-President, he would respond 

“deliberately and decisively.”74 On the evening of February 19, Filbinger authorized a 

detachment of more than 600 policemen, armored vehicles, water cannons, a helicopter, and 
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police dogs to be deployed to the site to remove the protestors and arrest them by force the 

following day.75  

On February 20, with reporters present, police units notified the protestors that they were 

in violation of the law and proceeded to fire the water cannons on them before police units used 

force to clear the site, arresting 54 people.76 West German journalists published pictures (see 

Figure 1) that evening and the following day of German police violently beat protestors with 

batons and hauled men, women, and children away, to the shock of many viewers. Furthermore, 

Wyhl became a focal point of opposition to nuclear power. Three days later, 28,000 protestors 

gathered in a rally in Wyhl.  Westdeutsche Rundfunk aired a documentary entitled “Citizens 

Against the Wyhl Reactor” which highlighted vintners and other of the thousands of protestors 

and interviewed them about their concerns about the potential effects of radiation on their crops. 

The documentary also showed West German viewers footage of the aggressive police tactics 

used to break up the protests. Media coverage transformed the events around the Wyhl reactor 
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and nuclear energy into a national debate. Within weeks, the local courts rescinded the 

construction permits for the KWU corporation, and the reactor at Wyhl was officially 

cancelled.77  

This first sequence of events was a victory for the anti-nuclear forces and came as a 

shock to Matthöfer and the organizers of the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. On March 6, 1975, 

Matthöfer gave a speech to the public and promised that he would lead a new and detailed 

marketing campaign dedicated to educating the public on nuclear energy, stating:  

If proof were needed of how important and indispensable a trusting dialog with the 

committed public is in the development and use of nuclear energy, the events surrounding 

the construction of the power plant in Wyhl have once again made this necessity clear to 

us. We live in a state of capable citizens who do not allow themselves to be planned at 

will. They want to be factually informed, they want to be sufficiently involved in 

decisions about their living environment and they do not blindly trust political or 

technocratic authorities.78 
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Figure 1: Demonstration gegen geplantes Atomkraftwerk Wyhl", unbekannter Fotograf, 
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Matthöfer’s speech reveals his and other ministers’ underlying belief that nuclear energy and the 

Fourth Atomic Energy Program were based on facts and scientific reasoning, and that if the 

public only understood the science, they would support the government’s plan. Additionally, he 

emphasized the role of rational dialogue in making the decision to invest so heavily in nuclear 

energy and dismissed the idea that Schmidt’s government were just technocrats or political 

leaders trying to dictate life in West Germany.  

Within a few weeks of the protests at Wyhl, Schmidt and Matthöfer agreed that the 

Fourth Atomic Energy Program would not be delayed but instead, more funds would be allocated 

to Matthöfer and the Ministry for Research and Technology for a general media campaign. 

Furthermore, Schmidt consolidated support within his SPD-FDP coalition before allowing the 

parties to issue any statements regarding nuclear energy. The events at Wyhl demonstrated to 

Schmidt and Matthöfer that public forums would not suffice to secure public confidence in these 

programs. Instead, Matthöfer mobilized the public relations team of the Ministry of Research and 

Technology as well as the Federal Press Office to convince the West German people about the 

necessity for nuclear energy. Matthöfer envisioned a campaign that would challenge what he 

regarded as irrational claims surrounding nuclear energy made by the protesters. He wanted to do 

so by emphasizing what he thought was a consensus among scientists and engineers regarding 

the safety of nuclear energy as well as its necessity considering the OPEC oil crisis.  

 The OPEC oil crisis, followed by Schmidt’s appointment as Chancellor and his decision 

to make the Fourth Atomic Energy program a cornerstone of his energy policy, laid the 

foundations for the subsequent nuclear energy debate. Although West Germany had carried out 

three nuclear energy programs prior to 1973, the returns had yielded little energy production or 

public support of nuclear energy. These results were largely a result of the availability of cheap 
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oil and gas.  With OPEC’s decision to weaponize their supply to oil and gas in 1973, an 

economic and energy crisis resulted for the West German government, but nuclear energy and its 

expansion was not inevitable. There were some figures within the German government who 

believed the crisis would subside and new negotiations or sources of gas and oil could be made 

in Eastern Europe, such as Willy Brandt. Instead, Helmut Schmidt’s determined belief that the 

1973 OPEC crisis represented the end of an era in oil politics and an opportunity to shift West 

Germany’s energy production and supply to become more reliable carried the day.  

Schmidt argued instead that German scientific and engineering history offered a logical 

and sound basis for nuclear energy and that expanding it to provide relief from the oil shortage 

would in fact be viable. Furthermore, Schmidt believed that the greatest concern of the anti-

nuclear activists was regarding the impact of nuclear energy on the environment. Schmidt, 

however, thought that the most important concern was about nuclear waste and was dismissive to 

ideas of a nuclear reactor meltdown or the prospect of radiation affecting the surrounding area, 

like the vintners and their vineyards at Wyhl. Schmidt’s speeches promised to figure out an 

answer to the question of waste, but in his publications, he failed to address other concerns like 

safety, reactor meltdowns, or other scenarios that anti-nuclear activists would begin focusing on. 

Nevertheless, Schmidt and his advisors such as Matthöfer miscalculated how strong anti-nuclear 

sentiment was in the leadup to the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. The Wyhl Protests suggested 

that the Schmidt government was going to be faced with an anti-nuclear movement, and possibly 

a broader skeptical public.  
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Chapter 2: A Peaceful Nuclear Energy Program built by “Science, Industry, and the 

Administration” 

 

Following the protests at Wyhl, Schmidt and his ministers acknowledged that despite 

passing the Fourth Atomic Energy Program through the Bundestag and state legislatures, more 

work was needed to convince the public to accept nuclear power as the future of German energy 

policy. Schmidt pointed out that the nuclear energy program had overwhelming support from 

industrialists in the energy industry, engineers, physicists, scientists, and the political parties.79 

He characterized the debate as one of science and expertise versus fearmongering and 

uninformed opinions, declaring “We don't need any scaremongering. We are grown up enough to 

face up to the real necessities without scaremongering…We need engineers in politics!”80 

Schmidt and other ministers sought to sway the public in speeches, publications, and 

letters from the Chancellor’s Office, and most importantly, the public relations campaign, 

“Citizens' Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” (Bürgerdialog Kernenergie), led by Hans Matthöfer and 

the Ministry of Research and Technology.  He was the driving force behind the effort to educate 

the public and gave a series of interviews which the Ministry for Research and Technology 

published into small booklets titled Nuclear Energy: Information for Citizens and Interviews and 

Interviews and Conversations on Nuclear Energy: Grabbing the Immortal Tiger by the Tail. In 

his interviews, he stressed the thinking behind the government’s decision and sought to 

demystify the process of nuclear energy. He emphasized that nuclear fission, the process used in 

a nuclear reactor to create energy, was a controlled and efficient process that could yield huge 

amounts of energy in comparison to other abundant forms in West Germany such as coal. 

 
79Verein Deutscher Ingenieure Nachrichten,“Ansprache von Bundeskanzler Helmut Schmidt”, July 4, 1975, 2. HSA: EA111. 
80 Ibid. 
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Furthermore, he countered the anti-nuclear arguments about the risk associated with nuclear 

energy by explaining the laws in place to prioritize safety for reactor construction, as well as the 

extensive scenario tests that had been run on West Germany’s nuclear reactors. Lastly, he used 

the interviews to argue that anti-nuclear arguments were built on fear and emotions instead of a 

rational approach to the science behind nuclear energy. In his interviews, he expressed 

confidence that the majority of West Germans would come around to supporting the nuclear 

energy program once the “fact-based” Citizens’ Dialogue had taken place. In addition to these 

efforts, Schmidt and his ministers ordered the federal press office as well as West German non-

governmental research institutions to conduct surveys to learn how voters felt about nuclear 

energy and what issues resonated the most with them.  

Other historians have also analyzed the “Citizen’s Dialogue” campaign or the emergence 

of “counter-expertise” to combat it. In their work, Bürgerdialog Kernenergie (1974-1983) – 

Staatliches Handeln in der Auseinandersetzung um die nukleare Entsorgung und seine 

Bedeutung für das heutige Standortauswahl- verfahren, Jan-Henrik Meyer, Britta Oertel, Carolin 

Kahlisch, Jennifer Maier, and Charlotte Oertel offer a detailed analysis of the Citizen’s Dialogue 

Campaign and how it presented the question of nuclear waste. Furthermore, their work focuses 

heavily on what the campaign looked like on a regional level, they draw on state government 

records as well as records from the federal archives to look at the adjustments in local marketing 

policies. Their analysis is mainly interested in the state of Hannover and how the public 

understood the marketing for the Gorleben Nuclear Waste Processing site.81  

 
81 Jan-Henrik Meyer. Britta Oertel, Carolin Kahlisch, Jennifer Maier, and Charlotte Oertel. Bürgerdialog Kernenergie (1974-

1983) – Staatliches Handeln in der Auseinandersetzung um die nukleare Entsorgung und seine Bedeutung für das heutige 

Standortauswahl- verfahren. Berlin: Bundesamt fuer die Sicherheit der nuklearen Entsorgung, 2024. 

https://doris.bfs.de/jspui/bitstream/urn:nbn:de:0221-

2024040542658/3/B%C3%BCrgerdialog_Kernenergie_Abschlussbericht.pdf. 

https://doris.bfs.de/jspui/bitstream/urn:nbn:de:0221-2024040542658/3/B%C3%BCrgerdialog_Kernenergie_Abschlussbericht.pdf
https://doris.bfs.de/jspui/bitstream/urn:nbn:de:0221-2024040542658/3/B%C3%BCrgerdialog_Kernenergie_Abschlussbericht.pdf
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Stephen Gross has also analyzed the “Citizens’ Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” in his 

monograph Energy and Power: Germany in the Age of Oil, Atoms, and Climate Change. Gross 

characterizes the “Citizens’ Dialogue” ultimately as a failure and argues that the manner in which 

Matthöfer’s campaign communicated with the public was far from an actual dialogue. He 

concludes that the insistence on proceeding with nuclear energy despite growing concerns fueled 

support for nuclear skeptics and focuses on the importance of this failure in shifting the West 

German energy consumption paradigm. 

Dolores Augustine’s Taking on Technocracy: Nuclear Power in Germany, 1945 to the 

Present offers an alternative but vital perspective. Her work focuses on the emergence of the 

“counter-experts” that emerged in contrast to Matthöfer’s media relations campaign. Specifically, 

she looks at individuals like Klaus Traube, a nuclear industrialist who eventually came to oppose 

nuclear energy, and Engelhard Bühler, a nuclear physicist who felt that the Schmidt 

government’s messaging was not representing all the scientific arguments about nuclear energy 

and downplaying the risks involved with the atomic energy program. These “counter-experts” as 

they would be known, created their own organizations such as the Federal Association of 

Citizens’ Initiatives on Environmental Protection (BBU – Bundesverband Bürgerinitiativen 

Umweltschutz) with the goal providing scientifically based arguments that went against the 

government’s program.82 Her analysis does not, however, detail the rhetoric of the Matthöfer’s 

publications and my historiographical intervention adds to this broader conversation. 

This chapter adds to our understanding of the Schmidt government’s media campaign and 

builds on the foundation that Gross and the authors of Bürgerdialog Kernenergie (1974-1983) 

 
82 Augustine, 78. 
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provided. Specifically, I focus on the early publications, speeches, and events that Matthöfer and 

his chief program officer, Klaus Lang, organized to commence the campaign. My interpretation 

complicates the picture that Gross presents. I agree with Gross that the media campaign was 

heavy-handed and failed to present an actual dialogue, but I contend that it was more successful 

in educating the public than has originally been presented. The responses that Matthöfer and 

Lang were receiving numbered in the hundreds of thousands, and they took deliberate efforts to 

spend millions of Deutsche Marks to publish pamphlets, journals, booklets, speeches, safety 

reports, and other forms of information to show the public. They even staffed an entire journal, 

Energy Discussion (Energiediskussion), to regularly offer commentary on the Schmidt 

government’s nuclear policies. While nuclear skepticism did grow in this time and protests 

against the Schmidt government began to form at reactor sites, the protests represented a small 

fraction of the voting populace. Furthermore, Matthöfer and Lang achieved their goal of creating 

a national conversation about the topic of nuclear energy and the Schmidt government managed 

to secure reelection. 

By December 1976 Schmidt’s pro-nuclear coalition, which consisted of members of his 

cabinet, the leadership of the major political parties in the Bundestag, energy policy 

internationalists, technological experts, and energy corporate leaders, felt confident to resume 

construction of the largest reactor to date in West Germany at Brokdorf, despite reinvigorated 

anti-nuclear resistance. 

Schmidt and Matthöfer Respond to the Protests and Close Ranks Around Nuclear Energy 

On March 6, 1975, almost three weeks after the protests at Wyhl broke out, Hans 

Matthöfer, the Minister of Research and Technology, led the series of government responses to 

the anti-nuclear protests. He utilized an address at the INTERATOM international nuclear energy 
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symposium in Bensberg, just outside of Cologne, to comment on the need for a public dialogue 

about nuclear energy and the federal government’s next steps. Matthöfer addressed the concerns 

of the protestors and promised to establish an informational program to address the questions that 

many voters had. This media campaign would “give all those involved…the opportunity to give 

an account and to inform themselves about the status of what has been achieved so far and the 

problems that lie ahead.”83 Furthermore, Matthöfer sought to dispel the notion that the 

government was disinterested in citizens’ concerns. He continued, “We live in a state of capable 

citizens who do not allow themselves to be planned at will. They want to be factually informed, 

they want to be sufficiently involved in decisions about their living environment and they do not 

blindly trust political or technocratic authorities.”84 Furthermore, Matthöfer emphasized that 

while “the public debate on the dangers and environmental impact of nuclear energy cannot be 

taken seriously enough”, West Germany still needed to meet its energy demands and that the 

nuclear energy program would continue.85 Lastly, he emphasized that the government’s response 

and media campaign would not “trivialize the concerns of prudent citizens about their health, the 

environment and, in some cases, their livelihoods.”86  

While the protests had caught the chancellor, federal ministers, and other members of the 

Fourth Atomic Energy Program off guard, nuclear energy construction would still proceed. 

Schmidt and his ministers committed to the effort to educate the public about the necessity of 

nuclear energy and assure them atomic energy’s safety moving forward. Furthermore, they 

 
83 Hans Matthöfer, “Moglichkeiten der weiteren Entwicklung der Kernenergie”, March 6, 1975, Page 1. BArch, 136/25613. 
84 Ibid. 
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would need to affirm support from the Social Democrats (SPD) and Free Democrats (FDP) in the 

Bundestag before moving forward.  

On March 14, 1975, the SPD and FDP, the latter led by the Foreign Minister Hans-

Dietrich Genscher, issued statements to the press to affirm their support for the Fourth Atomic 

Energy Program and to continue investing in nuclear energy. The parties also recognized the 

necessity to address the concerns raised by the Wyhl protestors in hopes of defusing tensions 

before this opposition grew in strength. The SPD leadership encouraged support for Helmut 

Schmidt’s program but also acknowledged that the federal government needed to address voters’ 

concerns regarding nuclear energy. The immediate aftermath of the Wyhl Protests offered a 

moment to address “a feeling of mistrust” and moving forward without addressing this feeling 

would provoke “an irrationally justified defensive stance against the planned measures. This 

[mistrust] is further reinforced if the plant manufacturer and the approving authority are in some 

way intertwined.”87  

To unify the SPD/FDP coalition and corral West German voters behind the Chancellor’s 

nuclear energy program, the SPD party leadership acknowledged the need for a public discussion 

with voters regarding nuclear energy.  The memo continued, “there is a need for an open and 

public, unprejudiced discussion of the problems associated with the introduction of nuclear 

energy. Only objective discussion and information about the necessity of building nuclear power 

plants and the associated risks can create the conditions for the acceptability of the peaceful use 

of nuclear energy in the long term.”88 Consequently, the SPD leadership called for Schmidt and 

 
87 “Informationen: der Sozialdemokratischen Fraktion im Deutschen Bundestag”, March 14, 1975, Page 1, BArch, 136/25613, 
88 Ibid. 
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his ministers to take the lead on this “objective discussion” to reassure voters about the safety 

and necessity of nuclear energy all while rallying behind him and his program.  

To deal with the immediate public relations debacle surrounding Wyhl, the SPD and FDP 

leadership denounced the violence of the police and their aggressive response to the protestors. 

Party leadership instructed representatives to blame the Minister-President of Baden-

Württemberg, Hans Filbinger for instructing the police to take an aggressive stance towards the 

protestors rather than engaging in a dialogue with them about their concerns. The problems that 

developed at Wyhl, according to the SPD and FDP memo, were not with nuclear energy or its 

safety. Instead, members were to focus on how the situation spiraled out of control due to the 

actions of Filbinger and his rhetoric.89 The authors wrote that “anyone who stirs up and escalates 

hostilities…instead of contributing to a rational discussion about the problems of energy supply 

and the construction of nuclear power plants, is endangering the internal peace in our country. 

Anyone who, like Mr. Filbinger, describes the population of the Kaiserstuhl as 'communist-

controlled fellow travelers and as vicarious agents of non-local political extremists' is not only 

defaming, but also demonstrating how he classifies civic criticism.”90  

Despite these clashing explanations, the drastic violence of the protest would spark an 

investigation by the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution (Bundesamt für 

Verfassungsschutz) about who was behind the violence in the protests. In June 1976, the Federal 

Office’s report would confirm Filbinger’s charges that far-left Communist Groups (K-Gruppen) 

led and funded by the German Communist Party (DKP) were indeed behind the violence of the 

protests and had even published an extensive report entitled “WYHL – Analysis of the Citizens’ 
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Movement Against Nuclear Powerplants.”91 This news would later be conveyed at a press 

conference and by March 1975, SPD and FDP party leadership affirmed their support for nuclear 

energy and provided Schmidt with the first key group in constructing his pro-nuclear energy 

coalition. 

After securing support within the Bundestag, Schmidt then called for a meeting among 

the leaders of the states within West Germany, to secure their support for continuing the Fourth 

Atomic Energy Program. Schmidt emphasized that the state governments needed to “stand 

together in the implementation of the energy program,” and “that it was not just about Baden-

Württemberg and not just about nuclear powerplants.”92 For Schmidt, the nuclear energy debate 

was also about securing the energy needs of West German voters as well as demonstrating that 

the West German democratic institutions were capable of handling crises. Schmidt vowed that he 

would “take a deeper look at the problems of environmental protection, economy, and job 

security” but that the nuclear energy program would proceed with its planned construction 

projects.  

The next major reactor slated to break ground was at Brokdorf in the province of 

Schleswig-Holstein in November 1976. During the meeting, Gerhard Stoltenberg, the Minister-

President of the Schleswig-Holstein, raised his concerns about proceeding with this construction 

and told the Chancellor that “the situation at Brokdorf on the Elbe seems to be repeating itself. 

Stoltenberg requested that there be a cohesive rhetoric regarding nuclear energy and requested a 

delay in breaking ground at Brokdorf until more information was gathered about the concerns of 

voters in the region. Schmidt agreed that he wanted to avoid another disaster like the one at Wyhl 

 
91 Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz, Verfassungsschutzbericht 1975, June 1976, 88. 
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but was “of the opinion that not everything was done according to the rules of the art in Wyhl.”93 

To avoid many of the issues at Wyhl, the federal government would introduce a massive public 

relations campaign that would raise awareness of the safety and feasibility of nuclear energy. 

Furthermore, Schmidt emphasized that the pro-nuclear energy campaign would be built by 

emphasizing the role of “industry, science, and administration.”94 These groups would be the 

backbone of pro-nuclear advocates under Schmidt’s government, and moving forward, he would 

rely on the perception of these groups supporting nuclear energy to sell the Fourth Atomic 

Energy Program to West German voters. Furthermore, by consolidating support among the 

 
93 Ibid. 
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Figure 2: Schmidt Speaks at German Engineer's Day, BKHS, Helmut Schmidt,“Ansprache von 

Bundeskanzler Helmut Schmidt” Verein Deutscher Ingenieure Nachrichten), HSA EA111, July 4, 

1975, 1. 
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parties in the Bundestag and the state-ministers, Schmidt and Matthöfer had solidified the 

administration behind the nuclear energy plan and now began turning to rally support from the 

industrial and scientific experts. 

 

Schmidt Expands the Pro-Nuclear Coalition to Include Engineers and Industrialists 

The month of July in 1975 held two major developments for Schmidt and his efforts to 

solidify a pro-nuclear coalition: a keynote speech to the Association of German Engineers and 

the successful establishment of a West German government and energy companies’ consortium 

to create a new nuclear fuel corporation. After securing the support of the political establishment, 

Schmidt moved to gain the backing of one of the largest engineering groups in the Federal 

Republic, the German Association of Engineers. On July 4th, 1975, Schmidt made a statement by 

being the keynote speaker and first German Chancellor to participate in the German Engineer’s 

Day, hosted by the German Association of Engineers (Verein Deutscher Ingenieure - VDI). 

Schmidt commended the VDI for playing an important role in making Germany a 

technologically advanced society over the last 100 years and emphasized the need to keep the 

Federal Republic of Germany as a technological leader in the world.95 More importantly, 

Schmidt commended the VDI engineers because they had a long history of understanding the 

“social responsibility of engineers” to calm fears surrounding new technologies.96  

Schmidt emphasized that one of the biggest issues facing West German society was the 

“clear gap between the technical and political worlds…. Ultimately, in a democratic society, 
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everyone speaks the way they feel; and if you don’t open your mouth, you won’t be heard. You 

can’t wait to be asked. Sometimes there are situations where you have to give your advice. I 

would strongly encourage you to do so [emphasis added].”97 In his speech, Schmidt encouraged 

engineers to get active in the emerging public debate regarding nuclear energy and to emphasize 

that new technology was not the danger that anti-nuclear activists claimed it was. He said:   

Society as a whole would be better served if we learned to distinguish more clearly 

between preconceived opinions…. We don't need any scaremongering. We are grown up 

enough to face up to the real necessities without scaremongering. Fear-mongering can 

obscure our view of the necessary solutions. In all these cases, you - technicians and 

engineers in the broadest sense, chemists, physicists, and so on - are called upon. You 

mainly have to pay attention in good times and point out possible future risks in good 

time. How are politicians supposed to recognize whether there is a technical risk 

somewhere? They have to tell the politicians. You have to talk to us if you think you have 

discovered future risks or risky side effects of a technology.98 

In addition to mobilizing engineers to get involved in politics, Schmidt was now calling for 

technicians, chemists, and physicists to address the concerns regarding nuclear energy -- to point 

out the risks, but also dispel fearmongering among the public. 

 Schmidt closed his speech with a call for action and specifically addressed the nuclear 

energy debate within West Germany. He acknowledged that the Fourth Atomic Energy Program 

had been met “with opposition, not least because those who are technically and scientifically 

involved with it have not yet been able to make themselves comprehensible.”99 But Schmidt was 

optimistic for the future. The Chancellor concluded that West German engineers and experts 

played key roles in West Germany’s prosperity in the postwar period because they were active in 

 
97 Ibid. 
98 Ibid., 4. 
99 Ibid., 5. 



62 
 

their democracy and their communities.  Schmidt declared that “We need engineers in 

politics!”100 

Helmut Schmidt’s VDI speech presented the nuclear energy debate as one of science and 

expertise against fearmongering and uninformed opinions. Furthermore, he sought to build 

stronger ties with engineers and to portray his policies as being technocratic and rational. The 

Chancellor also sought to mobilize engineers to become active in their support for his program 

and to start playing a more dynamic role in combating fears about nuclear energy and the new 

forms of reactor technology. Lastly, Schmidt’s VDI speech also accentuated the relationship 

between West Germany’s advanced technology and its prosperity. For Schmidt, a successful 

nuclear energy program would not only strengthen the West German economy and trust in 

democratic institutions to solve the energy crisis, but it would make West Germany a 

technological world leader, specifically peaceful nuclear technology. 

 Ten days after his speech with the VDI, Schmidt secured support from twelve major 

electric utility companies that comprised more than 90% of the West German electricity 

market.101 They agreed to form and fund a new company called the “Project Company for the 

Reprocessing of Nuclear Fuel” (Projektgesellschaft Wiederaufarbeitung von Kernbrennstoffen -

PWK) with the West German federal government to manage the nuclear reactors and provide 

energy to West German citizens.102 On July 14, the West German Ministry of Economics issued a 
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press release alongside representatives from these corporations announcing the creation and 

funding of another new consortium company, this one specifically to create a complete fuel cycle 

for West Germany’s nuclear energy grid. Building reactors was a key component of the nuclear 

energy cycle but to establish a complete fuel cycle, there needed to also be a series of processing 

centers that could handle nuclear waste as well as reprocessing some of the waste to extract fuel 

for the reactors.  

Because of the radioactive dangers that came with spent fuel, the Fourth Atomic Energy 

Program called for a unique company to be created and regulated by the federal government but 

operated by private companies. Furthermore, the government’s program called for private 

corporations to operate the reactors and assist in their construction but not to manage them. They 

established this consortium to quell suspicions that corporations would adopt cost-saving and 

risky measures with nuclear waste and spent fuel. The special designation for this consortium 

allowed for the twelve corporations to operate in a free-market style in determining prices and 

other policies for their companies but with the federal government maintaining strict safety 

regulations for nuclear waste disposal. The corporations agreed to form a board that would 

finalize how much each corporation would fund each fuel cycle. But for Schmidt and the 

Ministry of Economics, this decision also guaranteed additional funding for the program and tied 

tens of thousands of jobs to safeguarding the fuel process for West Germany’s nuclear energy. 

The twelve companies also allocated 30 million Deutsche Marks toward construction and 

administrative costs to establish the new consortium as well as create research centers for more 

efficient methods of extracting fuel from the spent nuclear waste.  

In the press brief, the consortium partners agreed to collaborate and share safety 

technology with each other and to specifically “make every effort to ensure… the construction 
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and operation of facilities for the reprocessing and storage of nuclear fuel” to aid in the 

successful implementation of the Fourth Atomic Energy Program.103 The addition of these 

corporations and their agreement for a new conglomerate aided Schmidt in his quest to build the 

nuclear energy program on the foundation of “industry, science, and administration.”  

 To promote this budding alliance between corporations and the federal government, 

Schmidt tasked his Minister of the Interior, Werner Maihofer, to answer questions and stress the 

benefits of this collaboration. On July 16, two days after the announcement of the new 

consortium agreement, Maihoffer submitted a letter to be read on the floor of the Bundestag. The 

promptness of the reply and depth of the letter suggest that concern among voters and 

representatives was anticipated. Maihoffer and his office offered more than 30 pages of details 

regarding safety precautions, fund allocation, and the benefits that West Germany would gain 

from this collaboration between companies and the federal government. The letter emphasized 

the benefits of the federal government working with corporations to build this energy program 

and stressed that this would aid in addressing safety procedures. Maihofer echoed Hans 

Matthöfer’s eagerness to answer questions its citizens.104  Maihofer wrote:  

The Federal Government welcomes the debate on the peaceful use of nuclear energy in 

our country….With the difficult decisions in the nuclear energy sector… the trust of 

citizens in the federal and state governments responsible for these decisions is 

essential….However, the Federal Government is of the opinion that the important safety 

and ecological problems of nuclear energy in particular have been clarified to such an 
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extent that the use of this form of energy makes sense for the Federal Republic of 

Germany and is compatible with the protection of the population from danger.105 

 

In a similar manner to Schmidt and Matthöfer, Maihofer’s tone indicated an understanding for 

the importance of a public debate but also indicated that the atomic energy program was 

proceeding despite reservations. In a different tactic, however, Maihofer’s letter posed common 

questions or concerns and specifically sought to address the need for nuclear energy in the 

present and future.  Alternative sources of energy were an option, but coal could not be 

expanded, hydro energy had reached its capacity, and the technology for other forms was still in 

development. The only viable alternative that West Germany could heavily turn to was natural 

gas.106 If the West German government turned to natural gas, however, it would need to be 

imported, forcing West Germany into a similar situation to its reliance on crude oil with the risk 

of a foreign country weaponizing this resource. Therefore, for the current government, 

alternatives to nuclear were out of the question.  

Maihofer asserted that a moratorium on nuclear reactor construction would have 

disastrous economic and energy supply consequences. He stated that even a two-year delay on 

the current construction plans would create a shortfall of “around 10,000 Megawatts for the 

national economy by the end of 1978” and would affect “numerous companies, particularly in 

the electrical, mechanical, engineering, and chemical industries” and more than 35,000 full time 

employees.107 The number of jobs potentially be affected by a delay did not include part-time 

employees or sub-contractors.  More jobs would be created as the Fourth Atomic Energy 

Program progressed. A cessation of nuclear energy operations would also impede West Germany 
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to maintain its position as a leader in technology. The previous programs had allowed West 

Germany to catch up to other nations’ nuclear energy capabilities and the Fourth Atomic Energy 

Program would allow West Germany to be at the forefront of certain reactor technologies. 

Halting the program would dry up funding for research and development as well as federal and 

private energy jobs.108 

Collaboration between energy corporations and the federal government would prevent 

mistakes like the ones that happened at Wyhl. Maihofer explained that the “federal government 

has repeatedly pointed out that it considers the implementation of long-term site planning by the 

states to be one of the essential prerequisites for the realization of the federal government's 

energy program…. This includes, in particular, coordination with siting plans at the borders of 

other planning regions within the federal territory and with Germany's neighboring countries.”109 

The federal government had established a new set of criteria together with the leaders of the 

federal states that would streamline the process for reactor site permits and construction permits 

in order to avoid a repeat of the Wyhl Protests.110  

 

“The Citizens' Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” 

In June 1975, Hans Matthöfer and the Ministry for Research and Technology formally 

began planning a media campaign called the “Citizens' Dialog on Nuclear Energy” 

(Bürgerdialog Kernenergie) that was to begin in January 1976. Additionally, Matthöfer ordered 

the Federal Press Office and the Ministry for Research and Technology to begin conducting 
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nationwide surveys about nuclear energy in hopes of tailoring the media to convince any 

skeptical voters that nuclear energy was indeed a necessity for West Germany. 

 1976 was a federal election year in West Germany, and Schmidt and Matthöfer 

recognized the importance of their tone in discussing nuclear energy with voters if they hoped to 

maintain their coalition’s majority. Matthöfer appointed Dr. Klaus Lang as the Chief Campaign 

Organizer for the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” to organize the campaign to oversee 

the federal government’s outreach efforts. Lang held a Ph.D. in physics but gained fame as a 

content producer with the radio station Sender Freies Berlin, which communicated many of West 

Germany’s accomplishments to East Berlin and further into the German Democratic Republic. 

Lang was also a lifelong SPD voter and his media experiences and scientific background made 

him an expert in communicating governmental science programs and marketing their successes 

to listeners and he would use this background to highlight the successes of the Fourth Atomic 

Energy Program when framing the dialogue.  

In January 1976, after six months of preparation led by Lang and Matthöfer, the Federal 

Ministry for Research and Technology commenced a year-long campaign which they presented 

as having dedicated at having a discussion with German voters about “the advantages and 

disadvantages of the peaceful use of nuclear energy.”111 What is important to note, however, is 

that this was less of a dialogue and more of a presentation of the program and details surrounding 

its implementation. In the first month, the Federal Ministry of Research and Technology sent out 

over 200,000 letters, 2000 pocket booklets such as “Nuclear Energy: Information for Citizens” 

(Kernenergie: Eine Bürgerinformation) and “Interviews and Conversations About Nuclear 

Energy: Grabbing the Immortal Tiger by the Tail” (Interviews und Gespräche zur Kernenergie: 
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Den unsterblichen Tiger am Schwanz gepackt), and announced more than 15 seminars and 

discussions as part of the media campaign to showcase the benefits of nuclear energy with more 

publications and events on the way.112  

In a newsletter produced by Matthöfer, the minister emphasized that “parties, 

parliaments, and government should take the arguments of citizens’ initiatives seriously, address 

them, and respond to legitimate concerns. On the other hand, in the interests of our state’s ability 

to function, decisions made by our democratically legitimized institutions must also be 

respected….”113 Matthöfer’s introductory letter indicated that the Fourth Atomic Energy Program 

would continue as planned but that there would be an intensive effort to showcase why nuclear 

energy was safe and needed. Furthermore, Matthöfer explained that the government had decided 

on this course of action because:   

According to surveys, the use of nuclear energy is approved by the majority of our country's 

citizens and is regarded as necessary. The Federal Government is also convinced that we in 

the Federal Republic of Germany will not be able to do without the use of nuclear energy, 

despite all efforts to save energy and to research and use new alternative energy sources. It 

considers the use of nuclear energy to be responsible, also from the point of view of safety 

and the protection of the population, according to all the facts currently available. This does 

not exclude, but requires, the continuous intensification of efforts in the field of reactor safety 

research.114 

 

While Matthöfer’s newsletter indicated that the federal government would continue with its 

construction efforts, it sought to ease anxieties by emphasizing the funding being diverted to 

reactor safety research and development. Furthermore, Matthöfer also announced that as the 

campaign sought to create conversation, there would be a series of public seminars and 

 
112 Matthöfer explained that “Grabbing the Tiger By the Tail” was a reference made in light of the comments American biologist 

Paul Ehrlich had made at a Congressional hearing. Ehrlich stated that “The problem of safeguarding radioactive waste is roughly 

the same as if you were to grab an immortal tiger by the tail in the hope that someone will discover a safe method by which you 

could release it one day.” Matthöfer’s decision to title the book this way can be interpreted as him arguing that with West 

Germany’s reactor protocols and nuclear waste safety standards, they were prepared to grab the “immortal tiger.” For more on 

this explanation see his interview in Der Spiegel: "Den unsterblichen Tiger am Schwanz gepackt." Last modified April 18, 1976. 

https://www.spiegel.de/politik/den-unsterblichen-tiger-am-schwanz-gepackt-a-65d5d8b7-0002-0001-0000-000041222654.  
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discussions in major towns and reactor sites. To demonstrate the importance of these panel 

discussions, Matthöfer participated in the first one on January 31 alongside a panel of other 

experts to “convince citizens of the necessity and safety of nuclear power plants.”115  

 Matthöfer’s confidence in the media campaign and belief that German citizens approved 

of nuclear energy use was not unfounded. In the lead up to the Citizens’ Dialogue on Nuclear 

Energy, Matthöfer’s office had tasked both the Federal Press Office and private research 

institutions to conduct surveys with German voters across the country about how they felt about 

nuclear energy and then to compare the results. The first major survey published and shared with 

Matthöfer was conducted by one of the largest commercial research institutes in West Germany, 

the Institute for Applied Social Sciences (Institut für angwandte Sozialwissenschaft- INFAS). The 

data in this first survey was crucial for Matthöfer understanding what the current feeling around 

nuclear energy was and which regions of West Germany should be targeted or avoided in future 

reactor construction.  

In their survey, INFAS asked 797 randomly selected German citizens in all major states a 

series of eight questions regarding their feelings on nuclear energy, the federal government’s 

program, and what would convince them about the safety of the program.116 The survey broke 

down respondents into categories of gender, government supporters and voting affiliation, 

education, age, and interest in the topic of nuclear energy. The first question was a simple 

identification of whether the respondents described themselves as feeling “Positive” or 

“Negative” toward nuclear energy. Of the 797 participants, 312 (39%) described themselves as 

feeling “positive” toward nuclear energy, 163 (20%) described themselves as feeling “negative” 
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toward nuclear energy, and the remaining 322 participants (41%) identified themselves as 

“unsure.”117  

This first survey question was crucial for Matthöfer and Schmidt -- it demonstrated that 

more German citizens felt positive about nuclear energy than negative and that 41% of voters 

had not yet formulated an opinion. INFAS’ survey then asked respondents, “What is your general 

attitude to the construction of nuclear power stations, are you more in favor, against, or is it all 

the same to you?”118 The survey broke down answers into multiple categories, but the answers 

broken down by each state demonstrated a trend that Matthöfer consistently referred to 

throughout the press campaign. Surprisingly, the responses from this survey indicated that in 

each German state, the number of citizens “in favor” of constructing nuclear power stations 

outnumbered those “not in favor.”119 In no state did the citizens “in favor” have a majority, 

however. The highest number of respondents “in favor” responded 48% in the state of 

Schleswig-Holstein, the site of the next reactor at Brokdorf.  

The final question of the survey was written with the Wyhl Protests in mind and sought to 

gauge how strong pushback would be in the event of reactor construction. The survey asked, 

“Let’s say it is decided that a nuclear power plant will be built in the vicinity of your home, how 

will you react? Would you accept the decision or fight against it? What will you do then?”120 

Matthöfer and his team saw that when the respondents were divided into their German states, 

more than 50% of German voters from each state except Bavaria responded that they would 

“accept” the construction of a nuclear powerplant.121 46% of Bavarians responded reported that 

would “accept” the construction project. German voters from Schleswig-Holstein, Hamburg, 
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Bremen, and Lower Saxony responded the most favorably with 76% saying they would “accept” 

construction (112 of 147 respondents). Perhaps even more shocking was that only 8% of 

respondents from the region indicated that they would fight the construction (12 of 147 

respondents) and of those twelve, only one respondent said they would “take part in a 

demonstration against the construction” with the rest saying they would either write letters to the 

government, participate in a government event, or move away.122  

Matthöfer’s team gleaned from this survey that the German public either supported or 

were open to the expansion of nuclear energy. In contrast, the questions and data also gave a 

rough idea of who the strongest anti-nuclear supporters at that moment were. The survey 

revealed that of those polled, women (1 in 5) tended to view nuclear energy with more 

skepticism in contrast to men (1 in 6) and that the strongest resistance to nuclear energy came 

from individuals aged 35-49, self-described as “opposed to the government’s program”, and 

university educated.123 In terms of support geographically, these responses indicated that 

Schleswig-Holstein, the site of the next planned reactor at Brokdorf, offered the most support for 

nuclear energy and the least amount of people to protest at a nuclear reactor construction site. 

This information indicated that if trends remained the same, the Brokdorf construction could 

commence as planned in November 1976. But, for now, Matthöfer would use this information to 

portray nuclear energy as having more supporters than skeptics as he began a whirlwind press 

tour for the Citizens’ Dialogue on Nuclear Energy. 

 

 

Nuclear Energy: Information for Citizens and Interviews 
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The first public discussion for the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” kicked off on 

January 31, 1976, in Essen with Matthöfer himself leading the panel discussion. Matthöfer spoke 

on the necessity of “cooperation with the federal states to convince interested citizens of the 

necessity and safety of nuclear powerplants” to more than 200 attendees.124 Despite the efforts to 

advertise the campaign, the Ministry for Research and Technology’s press team reported that 

there was “no commentary in the media” and that “the press coverage was not very extensive.”125 

Matthöfer recognized the importance of extending the Citizens’ Dialogue to more than just 

seminars and discussions and immediately scheduled a series of interviews with major West 

German newspapers to discuss the questions he had received as well as the convey the major 

talking points of the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. Furthermore, the Ministry for Research and 

Technology collected the interviews and published them into two small books titled Nuclear 

Energy: Information for Citizens and Interviews and Conversations on Nuclear Energy: 

Grabbing the Immortal Tiger by the Tail, published in the summer of 1976. Matthöfer’s 

publication mirrored the language of Schmidt and other pro-nuclear advocates and explained 

why nuclear energy was needed.  

Matthöfer’s books are the key texts in understanding the approach to the first phase of the 

“Citizens’ Dialogue on Nuclear Energy.” In them, he sought to present the government’s 

argument for why nuclear energy was needed, demystify how nuclear fission produced energy, 

explain why the government’s program was safe, and portray the arguments of anti-nuclear 

activists as flawed. Nuclear Energy: Information for Citizens presented citizens with an 

understand for how nuclear fission generated energy, the government’s plans to utilize nuclear 

energy for West Germany’s needs and detailed how the government seriously addressed safety 
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concerns when companies applied for licenses for reactors. Conversely, Interviews and 

Conversations on Nuclear Energy: Grabbing the Immortal Tiger by the Tail was written to 

address many of the complaints that were raised about nuclear energy and to address the anti-

nuclear activists’ criticisms of nuclear energy. But it is also important to note that despite the 

campaign being labeled as a “dialogue”, the booklets reveal that the government’s methodology 

was geared more in disseminating information and a one-way dialogue rather than taking public 

feedback into account.    

In Nuclear Energy: Information for Citizens, Matthöfer outlined the three goals of the 

“Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” media campaign. He recognized the strong emotions 

fueling the debate and argued that spirited public debates were “downright necessary in a living 

democracy”, but it was also essential to provide rational facts into these public conversations.126 

Therefore, the federal government had three tasks in conducting its “Citizens Dialogue on 

Nuclear Energy”, “it must provide comprehensible information about the benefits and risks 

associated with this technology. It must provide information about the advantages and 

disadvantages of conceivable alternatives”, and “it must be prepared to engage in an open 

dialogue with all interested and committed citizens about how the benefits and risks of nuclear 

energy and its alternatives are to be assessed.”127 Nuclear Energy: Information for Citizens, 

which was over 120 pages, was written to do all three of these tasks and to provide a 

comprehensive view of why the nuclear energy program was the best path forward for the 

Federal Republic. 

Matthöfer began by providing an overview of West Germany’s energy supply situation 

and explaining how efficient nuclear energy was in comparison to oil or coal. The postwar 
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economic boom had been fueled primarily by coal and oil. In 1961, West Germany imported oil 

for 25% of its energy needs; by 1973, more than 55% of the nation’s energy needs were met by 

oil and more than 95% of this oil was imported.128 He elaborated that while West Germany 

continued to produce a significant amount of its domestic energy from coal, many parts of the 

West German economy were quite literally brought to a halt when the OPEC nations issued 

embargos in 1973. In response to this economic crisis, the Federal Government sought to reduce 

the percentage of energy produced by oil from 55% in 1973 to 44% by 1985 and to diversify 

West Germany’s domestic energy production.129 Furthermore, Schmidt and his ministers believed 

that nuclear energy was the answer and declared that with their proposals “nuclear energy will 

account for around a quarter of electricity generation in 1980 and almost half in 1985.”130 The 

reason for this pivot to nuclear energy was because of its incredible efficiency when compared to 

coal and oil. 

Because of coal’s prominence in supplying German energy needs, most energy experts 

used “ton of hard coal” as the standard measurement of energy quantities, Matthöfer did the 

same to explain how efficient nuclear energy was in comparison and provided a visual 

representation (Figure 2).131  
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Figure 3: Required Amounts of Coal, Crude Oil, and Uranium to Produce 50 Million Kilowatt Hours. Source: Kernenergie: Eine 
Bürgerinformation. Coburg: Neue Press, 1976. 11. 

He continued that “you can generate around 3200 kilo-watt hours (abbreviated to kWh) from 1 

ton of hard coal.”132 Crude oil had a better yield as “1 ton of crude oil produces as much energy 

as 1.44 tons of hard coal.”133 Therefore, 1 ton of crude oil produced roughly 4608 kWh (1.44 tons 

of coal X 3200 kilo-watt hours) in contrast to hard coal. But uranium in a nuclear reactor had an 

astounding rate of production. Roughly 1 ton of uranium, which equaled the same production as 

about 14,000 tons of coal, could produce a phenomenal 44,800,000 kWh (14,000 tons of coal X 

3200 kilo-watt hours). When put into context, the average home, according to the Ministry for 

Research and Technology, required about 867 Kilowatt Hours (kWh) per month for energy 

consumption.134 Therefore, one ton of energy produced by uranium would be more than enough 

to power about 51,672 homes for a month in contrast to roughly five homes powered by one ton 
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of crude oil and roughly three homes being powered by one ton of coal. With this explanation, 

the benefits of nuclear energy were clear, but Matthöfer then turned to explain how nuclear 

fission generated energy and why it was safe and reliable. 

 While most civilians did not understand nuclear fission, a general fear surrounding 

nuclear energy was whether a nuclear explosion was possible. Matthöfer turned to address these 

concerns and to explain how nuclear fission created a chain reaction to produce energy, and how 

a nuclear explosion was physically not possible. He demystified nuclear fission by first 

explaining what happened in the reactor core. Refined uranium or plutonium was placed in the 

reactor’s core and neutrons were released from the rods placed into the core. The rods, which 

were tipped with either uranium oxide or boron, reacted to the fuel and released neutrons which 

crashed would crash into the uranium or plutonium and create heat and release more neutrons. 

This quickly created a chain reaction by burning the fuel and generating immense heat.135 The 

core temperature was heavily monitored and “in a reactor of the type commonly used in 

Germany today, water flows through the reactor core, which contains the fuel rods…in order to 

constantly dissipate the heat energy generated.”136 The cooled reactor would then generate steam 

which would then turn a massive turbine and generate electricity. Therefore, the process was 

very similar to other forms of energy in generating heat, but the booklet then shifted to the safety 

and consequences of this new form of energy. 

 If the core generated a significant amount of heat, the natural question was whether this 

was stable and if an explosion was possible. While a nuclear reactor and nuclear bomb both 

relied on a chain reaction, there were significant differences between the two processes; namely 

that a reactor’s chain reaction was controlled and stable while a bomb’s reaction was 
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intentionally unstable. Matthöfer elaborated “in contrast to an explosive device, however, a 

reactor lacks the prerequisites for an uninhibited chain reaction that grows like an avalanche in a 

very short time and leads to a detonation.”137 As previously shown, the reaction in a West 

German reactor was not spontaneous nor rushed. It was quite controlled to generate steam and 

energy. Furthermore, a nuclear reactor could not accidentally develop into a nuclear bomb either 

as it lacked the physical prerequisites to generate a nuclear explosion. A bomb required even 

purer uranium or plutonium than the one placed at the reactor’s core and required “a pressurized 

jacket that holds the fissile material together in a confined space for a certain period of time. 

These two conditions are not fulfilled in any reactor.”138 Therefore, Matthöfer emphatically 

stated that “a nuclear reactor is…not a ‘fenced nuclear bomb’. Even if technical equipment fails, 

there can be no nuclear explosion [emphasis added].”139 While nuclear energy was extremely 

efficient and could not develop into a nuclear bomb, it did not come without consequences as it 

produced a deadly byproduct, radiation. 

 Almost one third of the Nuclear Energy: Information for Citizens booklet is dedicated to 

discussing how radiation is produced in nuclear fission, and what steps the federal government 

was taking to address it. In a similar manner to how he explained nuclear fission, Matthöfer 

clarified what radiation was the creation of particles or rays that were ionized “from natural or 

artificial radioactive substances”, such as uranium or plutonium.140 Radiated material is 

dangerous because it produces rays that “can kill cells or alter their genetic information, which 

can result in cancer, leukemia, and malformations in offspring.”141 Uranium was naturally 

radioactive and plutonium was an artificial substance but also radioactive and broken down 
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during the nuclear fission process. Therefore, during the nuclear fission process, radioactive 

particles were released and pieces of the reactor core, like the fuel rods and interior of the reactor 

core, would become radioactive and in-turn, emit radiation. Radioactivity in objects can naturally 

decrease over time and this characteristic is known as a substance’s half-life. Nuclear Energy 

elaborated, however, that “the half-lives of different radioactive substances can vary greatly – 

from more than many billions of years to far less than fractions of a billionth of a second.”142 A 

successful nuclear energy program also needed proper reprocessing centers to prepare radiated 

materials to be stored so that they would not release excessive radiation to the surrounding 

environment. Therefore, because radiation was so deadly, the federal government had 

intentionally developed an extensive series of laws and regulations to approve reactor 

construction. 

 With such a deadly byproduct from nuclear fission, Matthöfer detailed how the federal 

government had created extensive permit process that companies had to follow to receive 

approval to build a nuclear reactor and manage radiation. Before a reactor proposal could be 

considered, companies that applied for a reactor permit needed to research and present a 

comprehensive study about the surrounding environment which determined, “how much 

radioactivity a nuclear facility may release into the air and water…. Only by knowing how these 

radioactive substances accumulate…is it possible to assess the radiation exposure they cause to 

humans.”143 To ensure accountability, these reports were also available to the public and 

published by the Bundestag every year “in a report entitled ‘Environmental Radioactivity and 

Radiation Exposure.’”144 Furthermore, the most recent report also definitively refuted arguments 
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from anti-nuclear activists that increased nuclear energy would raise the rates of cancer and 

leukemia and instead stated that this claim “cannot be directly proven.”145 This study was only 

the beginning of the process, however, as there was a complex series of procedures and 

applications that needed to be addressed before reactor construction could begin. 

 Once an electric company had proven that its location would not raise radiation levels or 

upset the established ecosystems, they were then free to apply for a reactor construction permit. 

To receive a permit, Matthöfer explained that licensing would only be authorized if the 

company’s application was in line with the requirements outlined the by Atomic Energy Act and 

approved through a rigorous application system. The first step required the electric company to 

submit “its application to the competent licensing authority of the state in which it intends to 

construct the plant. To do so, it must submit a number of documents.”146 The required documents 

included:  

- Explanatory plans, drawings, and descriptions 

- a safety plan, which must set out all the risks associated with the plant and the safety 

measures planned to counter them. 

- information that makes it possible to verify the reliability and expertise of the persons 

responsible for the construction of the installation and for the management and 

supervision of its operation, and 

- proposals for the provision for the fulfillment of legal compensation obligations.147 

 

After these documents were submitted for review, the state and federal government created a 

commission of experts and appraisers to review the proposal. The committee drew from both the 

federal and state government, from independent organizations such as the “Technical Monitoring 

Associations, the Institute for Reactor Safety, … but also institutions such as the German 

Weather Service and specialists from other university or research facilities.148 After reviewing the 
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application, the committee would pass on their review to the Federal Ministry of the Interior who 

would either approve, make recommendations and recommend resubmission or reject the 

application. If approved, the application would be given a partial construction and operating 

license, and the reactor would be built in parts which would require continued inspections for the 

full license to be given.  

 Before construction could begin, however, there were still three necessary steps; a 

physical site examination, formally notifying the public, and continued safety examinations 

while the reactor was being built and when it achieved criticality and began producing energy. 

Nuclear Energy explained to the reader that before the reactor site could even be zoned off, the 

state government and federal government were required to conduct extensive ecological 

examinations. The government officials carried out weeks of tests designed to gauge the 

“geological conditions, the seismological conditions, the hydrological conditions, the 

meteorological conditions, the transport situation… the radiological contamination, and the 

population density and distribution.”149 Assuming the reactor would not upset the local 

ecosystem nor expose the local population to excessive levels of radiation, the state and local 

government would then approve the site and formally announce the construction project to the 

local community.  

The Atomic Energy Act and the Nuclear Installations Ordinance had strict rules for what 

an announcement would look like when a new reactor was to be constructed. Companies that had 

received the approval for the site had to announce their project in the company’s official gazette 

or newsletter and were required to publish the announcement in “a daily newspaper circulating in 

the area where the plant is located.”150 Furthermore, the announcement must: 
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- indicate where the permit application and the associated documents are available for 

inspection, 

- request that any objections be submitted within one month and 

- specify a hearing date at which the objections raised will be discussed with the objectors 

and the applicant.151 

 

Public hearings were facilitated with the help of the state government and federal government to 

communicate why nuclear energy was important for the Federal Republic and allowed the 

government to gauge how the public was feeling regarding nuclear energy. 

  The last step to receive approval and to begin construction on a nuclear reactor was one 

of the most important, the submission of the safety report. The safety report required:   

A detailed analysis of all conceivable incidents must be carried out with a level of effort 

and a systematic approach that is unparalleled in other areas of industry. Based on 

extreme assumptions, it must be demonstrated that the existing protective measures and 

safety equipment either make conceivable accidental discharges impossible from the 

outset or limit them in such a way that they cannot have any harmful effects on the 

population.152 

 

The application process also explicitly stated that the safety report needed to be available to the 

public and to be constantly revised as new scenarios and technology were devised in the nuclear 

energy field. The reactor’s safety report would cover all fields such as technical failures, security 

risks, terrorist attacks, and human error and how the reactor was designed to account for these 

risks and either shut down or continue operation. After all these detailed requirements were met, 

only then could a company begin construction on a reactor, but the company would be subject to 

surprise inspections and would have to apply for continued parts of a reactor license when they 

had met the criteria at different points of construction. 

 Nuclear Energy: Information for Citizens offered a comprehensive view of why 

Schmidt’s government felt nuclear energy was needed, the benefits and risks it offered, and the 
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exhaustive safety precautions being taken before granting permits for reactor construction. The 

level of detail on all these points of discussion also reveals that Matthöfer and the Ministry for 

Research and Technology provided a strong case for nuclear energy and the Fourth Atomic 

Energy Program. Schmidt’s government prioritized the economic benefits in its messaging but 

also the intentional efforts to mitigate the risk associated with radiation and nuclear energy. But 

this was not the only booklet that was published to the public. In his other publication, Matthöfer 

sought to address the anti-nuclear arguments and detail why they were incorrect. 

 

Conversations on Nuclear Energy: Grabbing the Immortal Tiger by the Tail 

In addition to Nuclear Energy: Information for Citizens, the Ministry for Research and 

Technology also published the booklet Conversations on Nuclear Energy: Grabbing the 

Immortal Tiger by the Tail. The format for this roughly 100-page booklet was different from 

Nuclear Energy in that it was divided up into themes and questions regarding nuclear energy. 

Furthermore, it was formatted to specifically address many of the emerging criticisms of nuclear 

energy such as questions about the necessity for nuclear energy, nuclear waste, and the program’s 

safety. In addressing all these questions Matthöfer argued that many of the arguments against 

nuclear were either built on a misunderstanding of how it functioned or simply fear of the new 

form of energy. Like Nuclear Energy, he began with why nuclear energy was needed and 

emphasized the relationship between energy production and economic stability. In an interview, 

he was asked “whether we need nuclear energy at all? Can’t we cover our needs from other 

sources or adapt to non-nuclear supply through sensible consumption?”153 In his response, he 

emphasized the connection between energy supply, economic growth, and the energy 

 
153 Hans Matthöfer. Interviews und Gespräche zur Kernenergie: Den unsterblichen Tiger am Schwanz gepackt. Karlsruhe: C.F. 

Müller, 1976. 13. 



83 
 

independence that nuclear energy could provide stating “Economic growth… is linked to energy 

consumption…. Without nuclear energy, we would also become too dependent on an uncertain 

supply of oil. This is what we want to prevent.”154  

He highlighted the shock that 1973 and the OPEC Oil Crisis had caused but Matthöfer 

also tied the importance of nuclear energy and the economic stability it could provide to 

democratic institutions in West Germany, stating “the 1930s have shown how quickly economic 

decline leads to a self-accelerating chain reaction of unemployment, falling demand, declining 

investment, and new unemployment with unpredictable political consequences. Here, it would be 

easy to endanger not only a little luxury and standard of living, but the material foundations of 

our democratic state as a whole.”155 This was the first mention from government officials 

explicitly tying the memory of the economic and democratic crisis of the 1930s to the necessity 

for nuclear energy.  

Afterwards, he pivoted to address concerns around nuclear waste. The nuclear fission 

process relied on fuel rods that were irradiated to create the chain fission reaction, and after a 

period in the reactor core, these rods were removed and classified as nuclear waste because they 

emitted radiation. Matthöfer expounded that the new generation of Light Water Reactors, 

however, could use part of the recycled rods for fuel, reducing nuclear waste. With the current 

program, the federal government also planned to build a series of reprocessing plants in which 

“the content of nuclear fuel rods are separated by chemical processes into reusable uranium… 

and waste products. The recovered uranium is returned to a uranium enrichment plant and 

processed into nuclear fuel.”156 The other material would be stored in a long-term storage site and 
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placed deep below the ground to protect from any emitting radiation. He conceded that 

plutonium fueled reactors posed a more complex process for refueling but that many of the 

arguments concerned with nuclear waste did not understand that uranium-driven reactors could 

use reprocessed fuel. Therefore, Matthöfer’s early interviews demonstrate that the government’s 

argument for nuclear energy rested on the foundation that nuclear reactors could provide a stable, 

efficient, and controlled series of chain reactions that could produce huge amounts of energy and 

free West Germany from its reliance on imports while also being able to control the production 

of nuclear waste. 

 One of the common concerns among voters regarding nuclear energy, and a major theme 

of the anti-nuclear protests, was safety. Matthöfer turned to address safety concerns around 

nuclear energy from three perspectives; the existing safety laws, the various scenarios that 

experts had considered in addressing safety, and West German safety requirements in comparison 

to other nations. First, he addressed the laws that already existed to specifically address nuclear 

reactor construction and maintenance and explicated that “the risks of nuclear energy are 

countered by a dense defense network of legal safety regulations.”157 There were laws such as the 

Nuclear and Steel Protection Law, which regulated the quality of steel that could be used in 

reactor construction. Additionally, there was the Water, Nature Conservation, Regional Planning, 

and Emission Control Law which had been drafted specifically to monitor and address potential 

externalities in areas that had been selected for reactor construction. But these laws were not the 

only oversight as he explained that “even after the [reactor] operating license has been granted, 

nuclear energy remains under state control until the final disposal of radioactive waste.”158 

Therefore, a plethora of laws and oversight regulations were in place regarding safety and 
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reactors were not being built recklessly. But the budget for the Fourth Atomic Energy Program 

had also expanded hypothetical scenario research. 

Matthöfer’s second approach to safety was focusing on an exhaustive list of hypothetical 

scenarios that had been raised with West German physicists to build safeguards into the new 

Light Water Reactor design. This approach had been motivated by the results of the WASH-1400 

Study, more commonly referred to as the Rasmussen Reactor Study in the United States in 1975. 

The Nuclear Regulatory Commission, the United States’ nuclear energy safety watchdog, 

commissioned Norman Rasmussen, an American physicist and professor at the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology, to investigate the new American design of a Light Water Reactor and to 

consider all potential accidents that could arise with its use. The Rasmussen Report created a 

new technique for measuring risks called the Probable Risk Assessment (PRA), in which it 

estimated various events and the risks of their occurrence.159 Ultimately, the WASH-1400 report 

concluded that with Light Water Reactors, the probability of “a complete core meltdown was 

about 1 in 20,000 reactors per year.”160  The Americans shared the report with West Germany and 

Matthöfer ordered this information to be used in improving the West German design. Therefore, 

when anti-nuclear advocates argued that there were a multitude of doomsday scenarios with West 

Germany’s Light Water Reactors and Fast Breeder Reactors, Matthöfer countered that:  

We have…included hypothetical events that are hardly to be expected according to 

human judgment, such as core meltdowns, gas cloud explosions near reactors, pressure 

vessel bursts, and in the investigations, because in a risk assessment, even very remote 

possibilities, if their effects are serious, must not be neglected. With our risk analyses, we 

also hope to create an instrument that makes the extent of damage prevention transparent 

 
159 For more on the history of risk and how this question developed within the Atomic Energy Commission and the Nuclear 

regulatory commission see Thomas Wellock’s Safe Enough?: A History of Nuclear Power and Accident Risk Safe Enough?: A 

History of Nuclear Power and Accident Risk. Specifically, his third chapter analyzes and how nuclear regulatory bodies were 

influenced by the Rasmussen Reactor Study, and the development of the Probable Risk Assessment measurement.  
160 Norman C. Rasmussen,; et al. (October 1975). "Reactor safety study. An assessment of accident risks in U. S. commercial 

nuclear power plants. Executive summary: main report. [PWR and BWR]". United States. https://doi.org/10.2172/7134131. 

https://www.osti.gov/servlets/purl/7134131.  
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to the population, but also the extent of the remaining risk despite all precautionary 

measures.161 

 

Therefore, Matthöfer demonstrated that experts had contemplated a multitude of scenarios and 

their safety implications. 

Lastly, he compared West German nuclear reactor safety standards to other nuclear 

energy producing nations. An interviewer noted that West German companies, such as one of the 

largest reactor constructors Kraftwerk Union (KWU), had complained that they were “a year 

behind schedule for technical approval reasons.”162 But Matthöfer turned this point to emphasize 

that this was because of the slow review times and their emphasis on safety. As a result, he 

concluded that: 

In an international comparison, our nuclear licensing procedures are recognized as being 

thorough…The requirements and careful implementation of the German licensing 

procedure have also contributed significantly to the fact that German nuclear power 

plants now have a globally recognized high safety standard, which has a positive effect 

on our export opportunities and thus helps to secure jobs.163 

 

 

From these arguments, it becomes clear that Matthöfer presented an image of the Federal 

government prioritizing safety while still ramping up its nuclear energy production. Furthermore, 

the Bundestag had passed laws regarding the construction and oversight of reactors, hypothetical 

scenarios had been considered to build more guardrails into the program and West Germany had 

deliberately slowed its technical approval process to maintain a high safety standard among 

nuclear energy producing powers. 

 
161 Hans Matthöfer. Interviews und Gespräche zur Kernenergie: Den unsterblichen Tiger am Schwanz gepackt. Karlsruhe: C.F. 

Müller, 1976. 91. 
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After making the case for the government’s program and the steps it was taking to protect 

the public from any foreseeable issues, Matthöfer depicted anti-nuclear energy arguments as 

being driven predominantly by fear.  In one interview, he was asked if nuclear energy was so safe 

and predictable, why was there such a fierce rejection of it at the construction site in Wyhl? He 

countered that the main motivation of those who protested at Wyhl was not a matter of scientific 

disagreement but instead it was the vintners’ “Fear. Fear for their livelihoods.”164 He argued that 

nuclear energy had been introduced to the world in the form of the atomic bomb rather than its 

peaceful capabilities and many people thought of the bomb and its destructive capabilities 

instead of the reactor and the energy it could produce.  

Another point he considered was that nuclear energy and its expansion represented 

industry moving into rural areas and this development, combined with the irrational fear of 

environmental destruction, scared people. He explained that “nuclear energy has to pay for the 

sins committed in other technological and industrial developments. The resistance to the use of 

nuclear energy is partly the result of resentment at the expansion of industrial growth and the 

destruction of natural landscapes.”165 For Matthöfer and other pro-nuclear advocates, the science 

behind nuclear energy and the new generation of Light Water and Fast Breeder Reactors was 

sound. The pushback rested in fear surrounding the safety of nuclear reactors and he devoted a 

large portion of his book and interviews to addressing safety concerns. 

When asked about the protests at Wyhl and what the government sought to do to avoid 

repeating it in the future, Matthöfer emphasized the importance of providing facts into the 

nuclear energy debate. Matthöfer responded:  

We do not want to push through nuclear energy against the will of the population, but 

instead to establish a broad consensus among the majority of citizens in our country. To 
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achieve this, it is necessary to enable this majority to form a rational opinion by providing 

factual information [emphasis added]. For this reason, the federal government, together 

with the states, has initiated a dialog with citizens on the benefits and risks of nuclear 

energy, which I am charged with conducting. I hope that this dialog will initiate a 

discussion among the public that will secure majority support for decisions based on 

reason [emphasis added].166  

 

Matthöfer’s language implied that once voters had heard “facts” or logic-based reasoning, they 

would understand the importance of the nuclear energy program. Furthermore, this language also 

suggests that for Matthöfer, anti-nuclear reasoning was increasingly relying on emotions or 

opinions to connect with Germans. When asked about the German government’s position on 

nuclear energy, Matthöfer emphasized the role of emotion in the anti-nuclear argument. 

Matthöfer’s answer dismissed there being two sides in the debate over nuclear energy and 

instead implied that once voters understood the “factual information” regarding nuclear energy, 

they would be convinced of its safety and necessity.167 For Matthöfer, anti-nuclear rhetoric was 

rooted in “emotional skepticism and the increasingly heated arguments about nuclear energy are 

not exactly conducive to forming an opinion about the real significance of the risk of nuclear 

energy. We therefore want to try and facilitate this opinion-forming by providing more factual 

information [emphasis added].”168  

A key element to note about these booklets was that Matthöfer provided the government’s 

argument and rebuttal to anti-nuclear arguments, but he did not cite any of the major scientists or 

engineers who aided in the planning or construction of Fourth Atomic Energy Program. This 

decision implies that Matthöfer wanted to be the driving factor behind the public relations 

campaign, but this was also a missed opportunity to convey the backing of other experts that 

were showcased at the various workshops and seminars for the “Citizens Dialogue” campaign. 
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Another befuddling decision made by Matthöfer and his team was making such long booklets 

that they expected voters to read. Nuclear Energy: Information for Citizens alone was 127 pages 

and while filled with important and relevant information, it does raise the question about whether 

the leadership in the federal government thought it would be feasible for the average citizen to 

read these long publications to educate themselves on nuclear energy. Nevertheless, language of 

the publications seemed to be the average West German voter and the language sought to explain 

the basics of nuclear fission and how a reactor functioned. The booklets were not accessible to 

everyone, however, as certain concepts, such as “half-life”, were included but not explained in 

detail. Therefore, someone without a scientific background could struggle to understand how 

these concepts interacted in the process of nuclear fission but Matthöfer and his team still made a 

dedicated effort to convey the Schmidt government’s program. 

A final important element to note was that, the interviews, pamphlets, and publications of 

the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” had started to characterize the debate as one of 

science against emotions and expertise against opinions.  While Matthöfer’s clearly presented the 

government’s case for nuclear energy and sought to reassure citizens that an intricate safety 

system was in place to address concerns, his insistence that any arguments against nuclear energy 

were based strictly on fear would be polarizing. Anti-nuclear actors would focus on this point 

when drumming up anti-nuclear support.  Tens of thousands of West Germans wrote to the 

Ministry of Research and Technology requesting copies of his book and the media campaign was 

in full swing.169 

 

The Citizens’ Dialogue Garners Many Responses 

 
169 Bundespress und Informationsamt, “Buergerdialog Kernenergie im 1. Halbjahr 1976” Page 1. BArch 145/14499. 
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 By the summer of 1976, the Fourth Atomic Energy Program had significant momentum. 

Between July 1976 and December 1976, Matthöfer and the campaign’s chief organizer, Klaus 

Lang, took significant steps to maintain this momentum by planning and expanding the “Citizens 

Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” for 1977 and making the official decision to greenlight 

construction on a new generation of reactors beginning with the site at Brokdorf in Schleswig-

Holstein. 

On July 6, 1976, the Ministry for Research and Technology sent a memo to Chancellor 

Schmidt’s office evaluating the first six months of the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy.” 

Matthöfer and Klaus Lang proudly reported that “interest in the campaign remains high.”170 

Within the first six months, Lang’s office also reported that over 50,000 West Germans had 

requested reading material with a further 13,000 requesting information about local seminars to 

attend.171 In the 10 seminars led by experts, over 500 citizens participated while more than 2000 

citizens took part in the public discussions events. Furthermore, local leaders from Catholic and 

Protestant churches, adult education centers, and environmental protection agencies had inquired 

about hosting events or discussions. Matthöfer and his team were confident about this initial 

response and had ordered 200,000 more booklets, such as Interviews and Conversations on 

Nuclear Energy, to share with interested readers. If the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” 

campaign was going to succeed, however, Matthöfer and his team recognized that they would 

need to continue coordinating with the West German state leaders and to plan for another year of 

their media campaign.  

On July 14, the Ministry of Research and Technology hosted a meeting in Bonn to 

coordinate the future of the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” with other federal agencies 
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and the state government leaders. Dr. Klaus Lang – appointed by Matthöfer as the head organizer 

of the media campaign -- led the meeting attended by representatives from the Chancellor’s 

Office, the Ministry of the Interior, Ministry of Economics, and other state government 

representatives.172 Lang reported the numbers to the other ministers, and everyone present agreed 

that “in principle, the campaign is to be continued in 1977.”173 Furthermore, Lang and his team 

informed everyone that the Ministry for Research and Technology was also receiving roughly 

100 letters per week from citizens about the nuclear energy program. As a result, the team was in 

the process of organizing a more frequent newsletter to answer questions. While Lang did not 

note the specifics, he did note that there were a few suggestions made regarding the feedback 

from the seminars or public discussions. Lang reported that one event had resulted in a “tense 

debate,” but overall, the other events had not led to major protests or aggression from anti-

nuclear actors and should be regarded as a success in conveying the necessity for the Forth 

Atomic Energy Program.174  

In a subsequent meeting, Lang went into more detail about the efforts to utilize West 

German media to impress the necessity of nuclear energy on West German voters. By the end of 

the year, Lang revealed that the team behind the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” would 

have placed eight advertisements and notices in West German papers that totaled more than 76 

million readers, as well as a detailed question and answer article within journals that had more 

than 190,000 readers. When readers inquired about more materials, they would receive a tri-fold 

packet (see Figure 2) that would come with information listing talking points about the program 

as well as local events the reader could attend.  

 
172 Bundespress und Informationsamt, “Sitzung der Arbeitsgruppe Informationsaktion Kernenergie & Information der 
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Figure 4: Citizens' Dialogue on Nuclear Energy Pamphlet that German Voters Would Receive Upon Reaching out, 

B136_10903_3: "Aufklärung der Bevölkerung über die Notwendigkeit des Baus von Kernkraftwerken.” 

By the end of the year, the team working to promote the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear 

Energy” would end up sending out an additional 50,000 informational handouts in response to 

newspaper adds, and an additional 25,000 handouts for other informational materials.175 

Furthermore, the Ministry of Research and Technology reported that it had published and 

distributed over 520,000 nuclear energy booklets, 250,000 of which were Matthöfer’s Interviews 

and Conversations on Nuclear Energy.176 In terms of events, Matthöfer’s six public discussions 

had drew in about 2150 participants, while the other 18 public discussions or seminars drew in 

roughly 1115 attendees. Lastly, 50 other government-sponsored events held by third party groups 
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were attended by another 3000 West German voters.177 Overall, Lang and the bureaucrats at the 

Ministry for Research and Technology regarded these events as being quite successful and 

wanted to take the lead in planning another year for the media campaign with an emphasis on 

workshops in how journalists should discuss the nuclear energy debate. The ministers present all 

agreed that the experts at the Ministry for Research and Technology should continue to take the 

lead in planning and organizing the media campaign and voted to keep it in place for an 

additional year, which would formally be approved by the budgeting process within the 

Bundestag.  

Perhaps the most important result of these meetings, however, was the image of success 

and public interest and support for nuclear energy conveyed by the media campaign. This 

optimism was shared with the state governments as Schmidt and his ministers sought to finalize 

construction decisions for the following year. On July 27, 1976 two weeks after the initial 

meeting, Lang sent a memo to Schmidt and Matthöfer revealing that Karl Eduard Claussen, the 

Minister of Social Affairs from the State of Schleswig-Holstein, had approved the site of the next 

reactor in Brokdorf. Lang recounted that ministers within the state government of Schleswig-

Holstein were relieved by the numbers about the media campaign and Claussen wrote that 

“based on the expert opinions and other documents available to me, I have no fundamental 

objections to the site and the concept from a nuclear risk and radiological point of view and 

consequently to the granting of the first partial license for the Brokdorf nuclear power 

plant.…”178 Schmidt and his ministers were hopeful that this coordination would prevent a repeat 

of the Wyhl Protests but agreed that any construction would not begin until November due to the 

Federal elections scheduled for October 3. With the next site for construction secured and the 
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“Citizens’ Dialogue” campaign in full swing, Schmidt and his pro-nuclear allies felt confident 

about the prospects for their nuclear energy program. This confidence was strengthened when 

West Germans went to the polls on October 3, 1976, and reelected Chancellor Schmidt’s SPD-

FDP coalition.  It seemed that the Fourth Atomic Energy Program’s future was assured. 

 

The Resurgence of Anti-Nuclear Protests 

Despite the results of the federal election and momentum of the pro-nuclear movement, 

Schmidt and Matthöfer faced a resurgence of anti-nuclear protests at the Brokdorf reactor site. 

This showing served as a reminder of the reality that not all Germans were on board with the 

Atomic Energy Program and that an active minority were working against it. On October 30, 

within hours of the Brokdorf reactor receiving its official construction permit, over 5000 

protestors showed up to the reactor site and made headlines as they sought to halt construction in 

a similar manner to Wyhl. These numbers caught Schmidt and his ministers off guard. 

Chancellor Schmidt had instructed the Minister-President of Schleswig-Holstein, Gerhard 

Stoltenberg, to have police on hand and when the protestors arrived at the reactor site, over 400 

officers, 12 motorcycle officers, 12 officers with dogs, and three water cannons were in place.179 

In the memos sent to Schmidt and Matthöfer from the local Bundestag representative and local 

police, the anti-nuclear protestors started as roughly 150 local farmers but were joined by 

Communist groups (K-Gruppen) which were ideologically Marxist-Leninist student-led groups 

that had gained prominence during the 1968 West German student protests.  

Due to ideological differences, by 1976, the Federal Office for the Protection of the 

Constitution estimated more than 800 K-Gruppen existed in West Germany and ranged anywhere 

 
179 Bundeskanzleramt, “Brokdorf Bericht und Anfrage des Herrn Bundespräsidenten an atomlichen Genehmigungsverfahren.”, 
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from 50-1000 people per group.180 The police at Brokdorf emphasized that when the Communist 

groups appeared, the protest grew exponentially stating that “Left-wing extremist group, such as 

KBW (Communist League of West Germany), the DKP (German Communist Party), and the 

DKP/ML (German Communist Party/Marxists-Leninists) had also joined the rally” and by 3 pm, 

the estimated demonstration was around 5000 participants.181 Furthermore, the Communist 

groups turned violent as the memo outlined that “around 45 demonstrators and one police officer 

were injured during the occupation of the site and subsequent clearing of the area.”182 Once 

again, West German newspapers picked up the story and printed images of the violent clashes 

between police and protestors.  

On November 3, readers of the liberal-leaning Süddeutsche Zeitung were faced with a 

headline: “Nuclear Power Splits the Constitutional State.”183 Journalist Christian Schütze 

chastised the government’s response and wrote:  

The term ‘nuclear fascism’ has existed for quite a while. It has not made its way into 

public discussion yet because only very few people have any idea what it means. You can 

get a sense of its meaning from the conflict over the construction site at Brokdorf on the 

lower Elbe River. The onslaught of hundreds of police with gas masks, dogs, and water 

cannons, the bulldozers closing up the ranks, and barbed wire entanglements being rolled 

out made a lasting impression on anyone who watched the special report on NDR 

television on Sunday evening….Even more significant were the mass psychology of the 

accompaniment and the self-assured interplay of the power company, the state 

government, the security organs, and the police.184 

 

This article reflects the beginning of the anti-nuclear response to Schmidt’s Fourth Atomic 

Energy program.  Instead of “industry, science, and the administration”, anti-nuclear protestors 

characterized Schmidt’s program as one being built by the state, police, and power companies 
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and labeled it as “nuclear fascism.” Furthermore, Schütze’s article panned the government’s 

justification for force by associating far-left Communists being involved. The article continued, 

“If there are some communists among the demonstrators, companies and authorities enjoy taking 

the opportunity to discredit a democratically permitted free expression of opinion without any 

further arguments. First, it should be asked if communists in our country represent the legendary 

sourdough that – added in small amounts – makes any protest action by assembled democrats 

irrelevant?”185 The article also reflects the growing anti-nuclear arguments that Chancellor 

Schmidt’s response to nuclear energy concerns was to use force to enact the program rather than 

genuinely seeking to engage in a dialogue. Recognizing the potential repeat of events at Wyhl 

and seeing thousands of West Germans flocking to Brokdorf Schmidt and Matthöfer agreed that 

a construction delay was the best idea moving forward.  

For pro-nuclear advocates, the Brokdorf protests revealed that the anti-nuclear protestors 

were still organized and were actively responding to the pro-nuclear rhetoric. The anti-nuclear 

movement was still in its infancy and represented wide array of political actors ranging from 

those on the far left as well as ecologically minded conservatives. Nevertheless, a strain of anti-

nuclear arguments now beginning to link the relationship between the state, policing, and nuclear 

power companies as being “nuclear fascists,” deliberately evoking the image of the Nazi past in 

the public nuclear energy debate. This would evolve and be championed by members of 

Schmidt’s own party in due time but the concerns of the “Atomic State” would begin to take hold 

in the aftermath of the first Brokdorf protests. As a result of these protests, Brokdorf construction 

would be delayed until February 1977. What is also important to note is the rhetoric of the anti-

nuclear movement. The term “nuclear fascism”, while objectively not accurate in describing 
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Schmidt’s program, demonstrates that the protestors were echoing and were amplifying the 

rhetoric of the left-wing student protests of the 1960s and were an ideological continuation of 

these student movements. Furthermore, these actors were intentionally weaponizing anxieties 

surrounding Nazism and German history in order to garner attention for their protests. The 

Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution also suspected that these groups were 

receiving funding from the German Communist Party (DKP) and launched an investigation into 

these groups and whether they were connected to the far-left groups that emerged out of the 

student groups. In the coming years, they would discover and report to the Chancellor that the 

East German government was funding the anti-nuclear movement to disrupt West Germany’s 

energy ambitions, but this would not be uncovered until 1977. Nevertheless, the anti-nuclear 

movement’s use of rhetoric like “nuclear fascism” to describe the government and its energy 

policy was deliberately evocative of the Third Reich and would only escalate tensions as more 

protests developed. 

In the immediate aftermath of the events at Brokdorf, Schmidt and Matthöfer called for 

more data about the public’s feeling about nuclear energy. But this time they sought aid from a 

critic of nuclear energy. Schmidt corresponded with his colleague, Dr. Alfred Schaller, the head 

of the Institute for Environmental Protection and Applied Ecology in Munich. Schaller and 

Schmidt had communicated for the better part of two years about the problems of nuclear energy 

in the aftermath of Wyhl. Schaller was mainly concerned about the location of reactor sites and 

their impact on the surrounding environment but agreed to aid Schmidt and conduct another 

large poll on the West German public opinion regarding nuclear energy. Despite Schaller’s 

reservations, his cordial letter to the Chancellor on November 18, 1976, addressing him as “my 
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dear friend Helmut,” affirmed the previous data Schmidt had received that the number of 

Germans in favor of nuclear energy was larger than those who were opposed.186  

Schaller’s institute conducted a flash poll on nuclear energy in four major cities: 

Darmstadt, Mannheim, Ludwigshafen, and Karlsruhe. In polling 2200 West German voters, the 

Institute’s survey asked respondents questions about how they felt about the future of West 

Germany’s energy supply as well as how they felt the government was doing in explaining the 

necessity for nuclear energy. Schaller’s letter to Schmidt laid out the general summary and 

revealed that “In general, the picture shows that citizens are not opposed to nuclear power 

plants. [emphasis added]”187 Instead, the Institute for Environmental Protection and Applied 

Ecology’s survey revealed that citizens were increasingly upset because they felt as if they had 

“simply been ignored.”188 This was a striking revelation. It demonstrated that German voters 

wanted authorities to make decisions, those polled wanted an avenue to express their frustration. 

The report also correctly predicted what would eventually be the rise of the Green Party three 

years later, stating that “30% of the population is currently amenable to political argumentation 

in the context of nuclear energy, this percentage… could be decisive for the policy of a party that 

promotes a stronger movement against nuclear energy in order to gain votes.”189 Schaller’s 

institute was pointing out a warning sign for the Schmidt government that their program enjoyed 

support but that people were upset with the perception that it was being forced onto them. The 

anti-nuclear movement would utilize this perception to their advantage to generate sympathy for 

their arguments that Schmidt’s program represented a danger to civil liberties. 
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Despite these warnings, the key takeaway from this exchange between Schmidt and 

Schaller and the report from Schaller’s institute is that data still suggested the majority of West 

Germans were not opposed to nuclear energy. For Schmidt and his pro-nuclear allies, polls 

continued to report that support for their program remained strong, despite anti-nuclear protests 

at Wyhl and Brokdorf. This data also reveals that despite being a minority of the population, the 

anti-nuclear movement was educated, vocal, and motivated and that there was still a large 

segment of the population that they could mobilize. 

Despite Schaller’s point that the main concern among voters was their fear of not being 

heard, Schmidt forged ahead with the nuclear energy program and the Brokdorf construction 

project. At his end of the year address to the Bundestag on December 16, 1976. The Chancellor 

reiterated that to meet energy demands, “we cannot do without the expansion of nuclear 

energy.”190 In a similar fashion to other speeches, Schmidt emphasized that the federal 

government prioritized safety in its decisions and pledged continued support to the states and 

their leaders in nuclear reactor construction. But in concluding his remarks, he framed the 

protests as no longer being a genuine discussion about nuclear energy. Instead, they represented 

an increasingly coordinated effort of nefarious far-left actors seeking to destroy the efforts of the 

state. Schmidt stated, “protest movements are entitled to fair treatment by the state authorities, 

and they must not be sidelined… On the other hand, where extremists and hooligans sneak into 

citizens initiatives and protest groups and compromise them, we expect clear lines of separation! 

Here, everyone is allowed to demonstrate, but no one is allowed to demolish.”191 Schmidt’s 

remarks seem to demonstrate that he disagreed with Schaller’s interpretation about the problem 
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being the way his government was enacting his nuclear energy program and instead reflect his 

increasing frustration with far-left activists perpetuating violence. 

Schmidt made it clear that while he understood the importance for discussion, he was 

drawing his party’s line in the sand, declaring that anti-nuclear sentiment was being supported by 

far-left actors who were actively seeking violence. Furthermore, his assertion was supported by 

reports from the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution) as well as police reports 

from the protests.192 Therefore, Schmidt’s address demonstrated that he would not be deterred by 

the anti-nuclear left. While 1977 would lead to more construction efforts and larger protests, 

Schmidt and his pro-nuclear coalition remained confident they would succeed in implementing 

their program. 

Conclusion 

 The period of February 1975 to December 1976 was crucial for the development of a 

pro-nuclear coalition in the West German nuclear energy debate. In this time, Chancellor 

Schmidt, Hans Matthöfer, and other ministers reacted to the protests at Wyhl by building a 

coalition of pro-nuclear advocates and shaping the public debate surrounding nuclear energy. 

Schmidt and Matthöfer sought to convince the public of the necessity and viability of the Forth 

Atomic Energy Program by structuring it with the backing of a coalition that they consistently 

referred to as “industry, science, and the administration.” In doing so, they worked to secure the 

support of major West German energy corporations, engineer, physicists, and other experts 

associations and unions, as well as political representatives and party leadership within the 

Bundestag. Furthermore, Schmidt and his pro-nuclear allies launched a massive public relations 

campaign in the “Citizens' Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” in which hundreds of thousands of 
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booklets, pamphlets, and advertisements were distributed and tens of thousands of West German 

citizens attended seminars outlining the government’s nuclear energy program. In this campaign 

and in additional speeches, Schmidt, Matthöfer, and other ministers also increasingly began 

referring to anti-nuclear arguments as being rooted in opinions, emotions, and lawless violence, 

while their program was rooted in expertise, facts, and the rule of law. 

Despite these extensive efforts, the anti-nuclear movement was actively responding to the 

rhetoric of pro-nuclear advocates. Schmidt and other ministers referred to the 1930s and 

economic crash as a reason for building nuclear energy, but anti-nuclear advocates began 

weaponizing the memory of the Third Reich and referring to pro-nuclear advocates as “nuclear 

fascists.” Moreover, anti-nuclear activists conjured up images of the Third Reich when they 

characterized the nuclear program as being built on an alliance of corporations, the state 

government, and police. In response to these remarks, Schmidt actively sought surveys and 

polling data to understand what public opinion was surrounding nuclear energy and became 

increasingly dismissive of anti-nuclear arguments and activists as lacking in facts or data. 

Despite the massive backlash that emerged at Brokdorf, Schmidt and Matthöfer remained 

convinced that public opinion was on their side and that the problem at the core of the nuclear 

energy debate was the activities of far-left political actors, rather than the risks that the public 

perceived with nuclear energy or the perception of violence that his government used to carry his 

nuclear energy program to completion. Nevertheless, after closing 1976 with his speech in front 

of the Bundestag, Schmidt remained committed to his program which he argued was rooted in 

“science” and “necessity” and supported the continued construction at the Brokdorf nuclear 

reactor in February 1977. In doing so, Schmidt set stage was set for one of the largest 
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demonstrations in West German history and further clashing over the future of nuclear energy in 

West Germany.  
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Chapter 3: Open For Business: Helmut Schmidt, the Shift to a Nuclear Export Economy, 

and the Beginnings of the Green Party 

 

 

 From January 1977 and January 1979, Helmut Schmidt and his ministers sought to 

internationalize the 4th Atomic Energy program. 1977 had begun with a series of setbacks for 

nuclear energy advocates. In January and February 1977, state courts in Nordrhein-Westfalen and 

Schleswig-Holstein froze any domestic construction within their borders until the federal 

government could provide an adequate solution for dealing with long-term nuclear waste.193 

These rulings triggered another round of large protests at sites like Brokdorf and brought the 

question of safety surrounding nuclear waste to the forefront of the national debate. These 

decisions forced Schmidt and his ministers to lay the groundwork for construction on a large 

nuclear waste depository in Gorleben, which in turn drew more anti-nuclear protests and 

eventually the formation of the first national anti-nuclear party. 

The freeze on domestic nuclear energy powerplant construction risked eliminating 

hundreds of thousands of jobs in construction, research, and other nuclear energy adjacent fields 

until the site at Gorleben was finished, which was not anticipated until 1982 or 83. Such a major 

job freeze and potential lost investment in government funds risked experts leaving the nuclear 

energy field all together.  

In response to the court ordered moratorium, the Schmidt government approved private 

companies like Siemens and Kraftwerk Union (KWU) to export reactor technology, parts, and 

expertise to any nations that were interested in these ideas, triggering international conversations 

 
193 Rainer Burcfeudt. "Vor dem Feuer eine Feier: Alle Denken an Brokdorf, obwohl die Demonstration verboten wurde." Die Zeit, 

February 18, 1977. 
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around nuclear proliferation. Schmidt also centralized nuclear energy program decisions under 

the Chancellor’s Office with him in charge and began extensive discussions with other nations to 

export West German nuclear technology. This decision, however, drew sharp criticism from both 

anti-nuclear activists in West Germany but also from the United States as President Jimmy Carter 

sought to limit nuclear proliferation. Consequently, Schmidt secured major nuclear energy deals 

for West Germany and kept the productivity of West Germany’s nuclear energy sector high, but 

his decision began to alienate West German politicians who were once part of his pro-nuclear 

coalition and emboldened anti-nuclear activists. SPD representatives in the Bundestag such as 

Erhard Eppler and Reinhard Ueberhorst demanded further investigations in the necessity of 

nuclear energy and called for Schmidt’s government to pivot away from nuclear energy. 

Internationally, allies such as President Jimmy Carter also began openly calling for Schmidt to 

rethink his export policy and tensions brewed between the United States’ and West German 

leaders. 

 While the domestic construction freeze was a setback, Schmidt reasoned that if West 

Germany integrated itself into more international nuclear energy deals, it could convince voters 

about the safety and viability of nuclear energy with the support of nations like France, the 

United Kingdom, and the Netherlands in particular.  

Historiographically, Schmidt’s decision to internationalize his program has been analyzed 

from multiple perspectives. In Leonardo Bandarra’s work, “From Bonn with Love: West German 

Interests in the 1975 Nuclear Agreement with Brazil”, he concludes that the Schmidt government 

pursued a nuclear deal with Brazil to “strengthen the socio-liberal coalition by boosting the 
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emerging nuclear industry” and boosting domestic nuclear technology.194 Jennifer Eaglin has 

also analyzed the West German-Brazilian nuclear energy deal that prompted this foreign policy 

shift for the Schmidt government but her analysis focused on the Brazilian government’s 

motivations and the role Brazil’s environment played in legitimizing nuclear ambitions and 

eventually pursuing a blockbuster billion dollar deal with the Schmidt government.195 

Lastly, Kristina Spohr’s The Global Chancellor: Helmut Schmidt and the Reshaping of 

the International Order posited that Helmut Schmidt’s legacy as a world leader has been 

overlooked and that during the 1970s, Schmidt’s international monetary policies and its 

negotiations with the Carter Administration and other European allies were laying the 

groundwork for the Federal Republic to reemerge as world player in international politics. Her 

analysis does not focus on Schmidt’s nuclear efforts, however. 

This chapter builds from Bandarra, Eaglin, and Spohr’s respective work by introducing 

new sources to the historiographical conversation. I argue that Helmut Schmidt and his Nuclear 

Cabinet and Council saw a pivot to exporting nuclear technology as vital to preserving the 

domestic policy but that it also offered many other positives. First, it would allow the Schmidt as 

the West German Chancellor to carve out more independence in the realm of foreign policy. 

Exporting nuclear energy technology was a new and lucrative field for West Germany that had 

been previously dominated by the Soviet Union, France, and the United States. Schmidt sought 

to be a leader in this market but also recognized that expanding these policies could yield billions 

of dollars in trade revenue and long-term contracts for stable jobs. Furthermore, Schmidt 

 
194 Leonardo Bandarra. "From Bonn with Love: West German Interests in the 1975 Nuclear Agreement with Brazil." Cold War 

History, 21 (October 2021). 6. 
195 Jennifer Eaglin. "The Water Origins of Brazil’s Nuclear Energy Infrastructure." Environment and History 31, no. 1 (February 
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proposed this new policy as an effort to create an international nuclear energy community that 

would not only cooperate with major nuclear energy powers but also nations that were nuclear 

energy aspirants. I contend that Schmidt’s foreign policy shift was motivated by the politics of 

the past and Schmidt eagerly sought to root West German aspirations in an international 

community. In other words, Schmidt rejected an isolated path for West Germany to reject nuclear 

energy or pursue a unique path for its energy solution. Historiographically, I contend that this 

episode can be connected to the “Sonderweg” debate, which has focused more on German 

history and the nation’s relationship with democratic institutions and its connections to its 

Western neighbors. This chapter demonstrates that the “Sonderweg” lens can also be used as a 

tool to understand how Schmidt and nuclear skeptics clashed over the role nuclear energy should 

play in West German society. For Schmidt and his pro-nuclear allies, nuclear energy represented 

a method to further integrate itself into an international nuclear energy community and to 

increase cooperation within this community. 

In contrast, to Schmidt’s vision for a European nuclear energy community, the anti-

nuclear movement warned of nuclear weapon proliferation as West Germany’s Fast Breeder 

reactor could produce plutonium because of its fission process. This plutonium could then be 

used to create the necessary materials for a nuclear bomb. Furthermore, anti-nuclear advocates 

evoked the memory of the Third Reich by arguing that Schmidt’s government was supporting 

Fascist regimes and governments that prioritized racial hierarchies as West Germany considered 

deals with South Africa and the Kingdom of Spain. Furthermore, the anti-nuclear argument 

began to reflect the undertones of a “Sonderweg” forward for West Germany’s energy needs and 

one that was independent of nuclear energy and free from agreements with other nations. 

Conversely, nuclear skeptics were increasingly calling for West Germany to pursue its own path 
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and to be the first nation to turn away from nuclear ambitions and pursue an isolated and 

internalized rethinking of its energy paradigms. Nevertheless, despite these efforts, by January 

1979, Schmidt’s cabinet had laid the groundwork for a nuclear energy community with West 

Germany as a main leader but had also increasingly started isolating allies in the United States as 

well as members of its coalition with the administration’s eagerness to export nuclear technology. 

These decisions, while effective in the short term, would prove detrimental to Schmidt’s nuclear 

energy ambitions in the future. 

The Topic of Nuclear Waste Leaks into the Public Debate 

On January 19th, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung published Klaus Broichausen’s 

essay  “Nuclear Waste Becomes a Politically Explosive Device.”196  Broichhausen reported that 

the highest state court in West Germany’s most populous state, Nordrhein-Westfalen, had ruled 

that no new nuclear powerplants could begin construction until the nuclear “waste disposal 

problems had been solved.”197 As a result, Broichhausen reported that “the state government of 

Nordrhein-Westfalen… now estimates that it will not be able to issue any building permits for 

about five years.”198 The article continued on to note that anti-nuclear advocates hailed this as a 

major victory for their efforts and criticized Schmidt’s government for not having a concrete 

solution for nuclear waste. To have this stay on construction lifted, Schmidt and his ministers 

would need to construct a permanent waste processing and storage site if they hoped to address 

the courts and anti-nuclear advocates’ concerns.  

 
196 HSA: EA134: “Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung - Atommüll wird zu einem politischen Sprengsatz” - (19.1.1977), 2.  
197 Ibid. 
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The nuclear waste and processing facility was a vital component to the nuclear energy 

cycle and included multiple steps to prepare nuclear waste for safe storage. First, spent nuclear 

rods or fuel were sent to the facility and were separated to extract any remaining uranium or 

plutonium. The materials were then incinerated and placed into metal drums or concrete boxes 

for transport. The drums or bins were specifically designed to slow the release of radiation into 

the surrounding environment and prepared for transport and generally marked with symbols 

emphasizing the danger of the material within the bins. The last step was to transport these bins 

to a storage site that had also been prepared to hold the radiated materials and prevent radiation 

from escaping into the outside environment. In many cases, nuclear storage facilities were 

repurposed mines or specific facilities that would dig deep into the ground to prevent the public 

from encountering radioactive materials.199  

While the Fourth Atomic Energy Program had proposed a few locations for a waste 

processing and long-term storage site, the most suitable location based on geological conditions 

was in the salt mines in the small town of Gorleben in the state of Lower-Saxony which was 

close to the West-East German border and was led by a rival CDU/CSU government.200 Lower 

Saxony’s Minister-President Ernst Albrecht and meant that Schmidt would be subject to the state 

politics outside of his party’s control. Furthermore, an anti-nuclear citizen’s initiative was 

arguing a similar case to the state court in Schleswig-Holstein and hoping for similar results with 

the court agreeing to release its decision in the coming weeks.  

 Hans Matthöfer responded with the view that a new phase of the public discussion on 

nuclear energy was necessary based on the concerns that the federal government had collected 

 
199 Bundeskanzerlamt, “Aufklarungg der Burger uber Kernkraftprobleme”, Page 7, BArch 136/10903. 
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process, see Astrid Eckert’s West Germany and the Iron Curtain: Environment, Economy, and Culture in the Borderlands. 
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from its completed public relations events.201 In particular, Matthöfer had received information 

that there was a concern among voters that the federal government was too “dismissive” of 

concerns surrounding nuclear waste and that the federal government was “downplaying the 

dangers nuclear waste.”202  He wanted to dispel the notion that the federal government was 

unaware of the dangers nuclear waste posed and announced that a series of new seminars aimed 

at discussing nuclear waste and a final storage site would be added to the already planned 1977 

seminars for the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” media campaign. Matthöfer 

acknowledged that increased interest was due to the “controversies surrounding the construction 

of the Brokdorf nuclear powerplant… in addition to the question of construction and operation of 

new nuclear powerplants, and the problem of reprocessing and final storage of waste.”203 

Nevertheless, Matthöfer insisted that the federal government welcomed these conversations and 

announced that due to the increased interest in the nuclear energy conversation, the funding for 

the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” had increased.  

For the year of 1977, any social groups that sought to host their own local conversations 

about nuclear energy would receive financial compensation from the federal government.204 

Because of the increasing intensity surrounding the nuclear energy debate, Matthöfer had 

received more than 3.2 million DMs to conduct the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” 

media campaign for 1977 and sought to increase the number of seminars and public town halls 

and also sought to see more locally planned events in order to dispel the idea that the federal 

government was simply forcing these events to transpire in local communities. It is worth noting 

that the introduction of a financial incentive is important. While the “Citizens Dialogue on 
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Nuclear Energy” was garnering attention, the introduction of financial incentives suggests that 

Matthöfer and Klaus Lang, the program’s chief organizer, sought to generate awareness of the 

program and portray it as coming from other organizations in addition to the federal government. 

Matthöfer and Schmidt wanted to showcase the ability of the federal government to act quickly 

as they feared the impending court cases would galvanize anti-nuclear sentiment like the protests 

at Wyhl. 

On February 9, 1977, just 10 days before construction at the Brokdorf reactor was set to 

resume, Schmidt and his pro-nuclear allies were dealt another legal blow. The state courts in 

Schleswig-Holstein issued a verdict, based on the precedent set in Nordrhein-Westfalen, that all 

nuclear reactor construction within Schleswig-Holstein was to be halted until the federal 

government could provide a long-term solution to the question of nuclear waste.205 Even 

American newspapers such as The Washington Post reported that the court’s decision “set what 

could become a precedent for dramatically slowing down the rate of expansion in domestic use 

of nuclear power.”206 While Schmidt and the Minister-President of Schleswig-Holstein, Gerhard 

Stoltenberg, vowed to appeal the decision, anti-nuclear groups hailed the decision as a massive 

victory and reorganized their planned protest for February 19 as a victory lap as well as a show 

of strength against the government’s nuclear energy program. Schmidt and Stoltenberg hoped 

that an appeal against this decision could arrive before the February 19th construction date. 

 Stoltenberg wrote a letter directly to Schmidt requesting assistance from federal police or 

to consider declaring the protest a threat to public safety and to send in national guard for fear of 

 
205 Burcfeudt. "Vor dem Feuer eine Feier. 
206 "Germans Question A-Power At Home But Not as Export"." The Washington Post, February 11, 1977. 
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violence breaking out and anti-nuclear protestors seizing control of the site.207 Many anti-nuclear 

groups had pledged to attend the Brokdorf protest and the Ministry of the Interior anticipated 

more than 10,000 attendees to arrive on February 19. Consequently Schmidt received the 

approval from his Minister of the Interior, Werner Maihofer, about the legality of sending 

mobilized federal police to Brokdorf as long as Stoltenberg requested assistance under Article 35 

of the West German Constitution.208 In the interim, Schmidt assured Stoltenberg that he would 

issue a press release and would go before the nation in a broadcasted speech trying to deter 

violence at the protest.209  

 Within 24 hours of the construction halt, Schmidt’s press office issued a bulletin to be 

read in the Bundestag about the upcoming protests against the Brokdorf reactor construction. It 

stated that “every citizen… has the right to reject the energy policy of a state government or 

federal government and to protest against the construction of powerplants… however this 

fundamental right does not entitle anyone to use violence, to attack police officers, or other 

citizens to destroy public and private property.”210 Schmidt’s bulletin specifically referenced the 

violence that had broken out between police and protestors at the last Brokdorf protest in the 

previous Autumn in which over 40 protestors and one officer required hospital treatment.  The 

bulletin continued that the federal government was concerned about the possibility of violence at 

Brokdorf and feared that violence would only make the nuclear energy debate more difficult for 

West Germans.  

 
207 Bundeskanzleramt, “Bau des Kernkraftwerkes in Brokdorf und die fuer den am 19. February 1977 vorgesehene 
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The press release continued to explain the process that nuclear reactors had to go through 

and what the energy corporations had to do to receive a nuclear reactor license. Drawing on 

Matthöfer’s explanation in the Kernenergie: Eine Bürgerinformation booklet, electric companies 

had to apply for a permit in which they outlined a reactor safety plan, demonstrated approval 

from independent reactor safety and environmental organizations, and provided a detailed report 

in which the reactor’s placement would not cause any negative externalities on the local ecology. 

This was for the first portion of the permit to begin construction and the government and 

independent organizations conducted routine inspections during construction and during the 

reactor’s life cycle.211 As part of this licensing procedure, the federal government assured West 

German voters that “the construction of new nuclear power plants should only be approved if 

their disposal is sufficiently assured.”212 The bulletin emphasized that while the West German 

federal government had a temporary waste solution in place, it had detailed plans for a 

permanent one and would move forward with it but stressed that the public was not in any 

danger.  

The end of the bulletin then turned to Minister President Stoltenberg’s request for the 

federal government to mobilize federal border police to assist with the anticipated protests. 

Schmidt’s government emphasized that “the state government of Schleswig-Holstein has asked 

the federal government to make federal border police forces available to the state in connection 

with the demonstrations planned for February 19, 1977. The request for assistance is based on 

Article 35 of the Basic Law. The Federal Government will fulfill its constitutional 

obligations.”213 Schmidt and his ministers recognized that this decision would be controversial as 
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the West German constitution specifically limited the use of federal police and troops on German 

soil due to the memory of the Third Reich, but they argued that their position was one of a legal 

responsibility. Schmidt’s team left out that in addition to mobilizing federal border police, they 

would also be mobilizing armored troop transports, helicopters, teams with dogs, as well as 

heavily armed riot police to aid in quelling the protests. The press release concluded with 

Schmidt and his ministers hoping for dialogue to prevail and for either a peaceful protest to occur 

or for a release on the construction order.  

Overall, Schmidt and Matthöfer sought to assure the public both that the nuclear energy 

program would find a long-term solution to the waste problem, but they also increasingly began 

to emphasize the legality of their actions and to portray the anti-nuclear protests as being lawless 

and violent. The decision to agree to provide federal troops was a major one and would cause 

huge pushback from members of Schmidt’s party and pro-nuclear coalition, but it also reflects 

how Schmidt and his cabinet increasingly saw the nuclear energy debate as one of law and order 

against violence and anarchy. For Schmidt and his ministers, the reality was that they needed to 

get through the planned protests at Brokdorf and find a long-term solution for nuclear waste if 

there was going to be any future for the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. 

The SPD Erupts into a Mutiny and Schmidt Addresses the Nation 

Schmidt’s decision to provide federal troops to keep order at the Brokdorf protest was so 

controversial that it sparked a mutiny within his own party. Within a week of the press bulletin 

being published by the Bundestag, the party leader of the Social Democratic Party (SPD) of 

Schleswig-Holstein, Bernd Michels, declared his opposition Schmidt’s decision and printed 

70,000 fliers to be distributed to both members of the SPD and citizens in the area  (See Figure 
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1).214  Bernd wrote in bold letters on the center of the flyer “Our democracy does not need 

barbed wire” and emphasized the importance of protesting at the reactor site despite the 

anticipated presence of federal troops. The use of “barbed wire” is also worth noting as being a 

veiled reference to the Nazi past but further protests would be more explicit in evoking anxieties 

and making connections to the history of the Third Reich. Michels’ flyer argued that the courts 

had ruled to freeze construction because they were not convinced about the federal government 

prioritizing the public’s safety with nuclear waste. If Schmidt and Stoltenberg insisted on sending 

federal border police that were heavily armed, Michels contended that Schmidt and Stoltenberg 

were far more interested in the wellbeing of the energy companies and a demonstration of the 

state’s power instead of residents who would deal with the fallout of nuclear waste. 
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Figure 5: BArch, 136 10869: “Flugblatt der SPD Schleswig-Holstein”, (Dr. Hermann Schmitz-Wenzel), (16.2.1977) 

The flier continued stating “We need the critical protest of the citizens against the bureaucrats 

and technocrats in government. Against Minister President Stoltenberg who disregards citizens' 

rights. But also against a federal government that has yet to learn how to conduct the often-cited 

citizen dialog openly and honestly [emphasis added]. And not only in matters of nuclear 

energy…Bring democracy back to life in our state!”215 Michels’ flier demonstrates how divisive 

Schmidt’s decision to provide federal troops was received  and the increasing perception that the 

Citizens’ Dialogue was failing to provide a genuine two-way conversation between the 

government and the public about nuclear energy. Now the state party leadership in Schleswig-

Holstein was denouncing Schmidt’s position as being anti-democratic and reckless and 

demonstrating how the nuclear energy debate was radicalizing the left-wing of Schmidt’s SPD. 

Michels’ call to protest the reactor in Brokdorf from a region that polls had repeatedly stated 
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would be the most accepting of a nuclear reactor also demonstrates that Schmidt’s pro-nuclear 

alliance of government representatives, scientists and engineers, and energy industrialists was 

experiencing immense pressure. 

 Schmidt recognized the increasing tension and announced that he would go before the 

nation in a national broadcast on February 17, 1977, two days before the planned protest at 

Brokdorf. Schmidt denounced the violence of the anti-nuclear protestors at Brokdorf the 

previous October in which more than 45 people and police officers had been hospitalized by 

Communist groups (K-Gruppen), which had totaled more than 5000 far-left protestors. As a 

result of this violence, he clarified his decision to provide federal police troops to aid in 

maintaining control of the site and to avoid a similar series of events. In starting his address, 

Schmidt refused to qualify the demonstration at Brokdorf as a gathering of citizens seeking to 

exercise their democratic rights. Instead, Schmidt categorized the people who planned on 

attending as those who sought to “carry out an illegal action deliberately aimed at 

destruction.”216 Schmidt was not wrong in this position as the Federal Office for the Protection of 

the Constitution had reported that at Wyhl and Brokdorf, the Communist groups were receiving 

funding from the German Communist Party and the anti-nuclear movement was being used as a 

vehicle to increase domestic tensions.217 He continued and made his position abundantly clear 

that there was a “clear line between those groups… who invoke the right to freedom of 

expression in our constitution… and those citizens who are concerned about the construction of 

nuclear power plants and who want to make these concerns clear through protests.”218 Schmidt 

stressed that gatherings were allowed but violence against police and public or private property 
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were not and urged anyone who planned to be in Brokdorf on February 19 to remember this 

important distinction.  

 Schmidt then turned to address the larger nuclear energy debate and importance of 

rational and objective discussions about nuclear energy and West Germany’s energy needs. The 

Chancellor expounded that while peaceful protests were important within a democratic society, 

“the complex problems of our energy policy cannot be discussed in a climate in which 

arguments, feelings and half-truths have become so mixed up that not everyone who speaks on 

the subject today is in a position to make a calm, objective judgment.”219 Furthermore, in making 

changes based on data and the political realities, Schmidt acknowledged that the federal 

government would revise its energy program to accelerate the construction of a long-term 

nuclear waste and fuel center as a result of the court-ordered halts. Safety would be the federal 

government’s main priority, however, Schmidt declared that “one thing must be clear to us all: 

nuclear energy is an integral part of our electric supply…. It is therefore unacceptable that the 

construction of urgently needed new nuclear powerplants is being hindered and delayed in many 

places.”220 Schmidt’s remarks reveal an increasing degree of frustration both with the protestors 

but also, in cases like this quotation, with the courts and administrative officials capable of 

delaying construction. 

For Schmidt, the nuclear energy program would continue but to conclude his broadcast, 

he turned to address the last concern regarding federal officers being sent to Schleswig-Holstein. 

In justifying his decision, Schmidt again condemned the radical left-wing anti-nuclear actors 

who “exploit the need for security for agitational purposes and deliberately head for 

 
219 Ibid., 409. 
220 Ibid. 



118 
 

confrontation”; the Chancellor then declared that “this minority must be met with 

determination.”221  

Furthermore, he focused on concerns that were raised by Bernd Michels and the 

Schleswig-Holstein SPD. Schmidt argued that the use of federal troops was “not about a 

demonstration of state power but about preventing acts of violence by extremist groups, some of 

which are not far removed from terrorism.”222 Schmidt stressed that his role as the Chancellor 

was to oversee that the federal government maintained public order in times of crisis. He argued 

that by providing federal officers at Brokdorf, “the federal government will fulfill this obligation 

towards the state of Schleswig-Holstein; our forces are therefore subordinate to the state 

government in Kiel.”223 He then concluded the broadcast by reminding citizens who still decided 

to go to Brokdorf to “not be led astray by extremists” and to remember that the only way to have 

an effective discussion about nuclear energy was to remain “level-headed and objective.”224  

Schmidt’s broadcast demonstrated that even with the severe setbacks from the courts and 

open opposition within his party, he refused to scale back his nuclear energy program. 

Furthermore, the broadcast also reveals that while Schmidt and his ministers had agreed about 

the importance of a final location for nuclear waste, Schmidt was not prone to giving into the 

emotional concerns about the risks of nuclear energy and firmly believed the anti-nuclear 

protests were ideologically driven rather than concerned with the technologies present in the 

process of nuclear energy. Schmidt continued to characterize the concerns of the anti-nuclear 
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movement as one being built on emotions and firmly believed that when nuclear energy was 

understood from a rational mentality, it was the answer for West Germany’s energy needs.  

The Brokdorf and Itzehoe Demonstrations  

 Schmidt and his pro-nuclear energy allies hoped that their legal appeal would lift the 

construction stay before the protest scheduled for February 19th. This appeal did not come to 

pass, however, as the highest court in Schleswig-Holstein concurred with the lower courts and 

upheld the construction freeze until nuclear waste could be handled properly. On February 19th, 

over 6500 riot police officers and 2000 border guard officers armed with submachine guns, water 

hoses, helicopters, armored troop transports, and attack dogs gathered at the Brokdorf nuclear 

reactor site. They had sectioned off a 10-kilometer radius with roadblocks and barbed wire and 

were given the authority to arrest anyone who trespassed into the radius. That same morning, 

police in the area and in other parts of West Germany arrested over 30 individuals in other parts 

of West Germany as federal police found small arms, helmets, tools to disrupt the construction 

site, ammunition as well as petrol bombs in these individuals’ possession and feared they would 

be used at the demonstration.225  

Just outside of this 10-kilometer radius, the Schleswig-Holstein Minister-President had 

approved a permit request for a peaceful gathering in the town of Itzehoe, the same town from 

the aforementioned SPD flier, in hopes of routing protestors away from the reactor site and 

protestors flooded to both sites in the tens of thousands. At Itzehoe, the police estimated between 

15,000 and 20,000 people and on the outskirts of Brokdorf, more than 20,000 protestors arrived 
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and marched.226 German news channels like the Second German Television Channel (Zweites 

Deutsches Fernsehen – ZDF) featured clips of thousands of police officers erecting barricades 

and preparing for impending violence.227 Yet despite a climate of high tension, widespread 

violence did not break out at the either demonstration in Itzehoe or Brokdorf. Both pro- and anti-

nuclear actors, however, hailed the events as a sign that their narrative had gained the upper 

hand.  

 Within a week of the demonstrations, Die Zeit published articles that reflected the 

different perspectives on the events at Brokdorf. In an article titled “Nuclear Power Divides Our 

Country: Between Bonn and Brokdorf, A Challenge to Parliamentary Democracy”, journalist 

Theo Summer reported how anti-nuclear activists felt vindicated in their arguments based on the 

large turnout. Summer reported that large numbers of protestors echoed the same word when 

describing the government and its nuclear energy program, “recklessness.”228 Summer’s article 

emphasized the cynicism that was growing within the anti-nuclear movement towards 

established institutions. In trying to understand the anti-nuclear protestors, he reported that “the 

opponents of nuclear power… have lost faith in the reliability and justifiability of state action; 

they mistrust the ability and willingness of parliaments to judge; they doubt the impartiality of 

the courts. Because they feel abandoned by the institutions, they claim the right to resist.”229 

Sommer emphasized that clearly their words resonated as more than 30,000 protestors showed to 

the demonstration.  
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In concluding his article, Sommer emphasized that Schmidt and his coalition had an 

opportunity before them to convince the public. A nuclear waste facility would take years to 

complete so any projects were now effectively halted for at least three years. The government 

could use this time to address anti-nuclear energy activists’ concerns. Moving forward, Sommer 

wrote “what the [Social] Democrats need is something other than the arrogance of the 

authorities…. We need open discussion; the certainty that the authorities are neither 

unscrupulous nor ignorant; the dispelling of the suspicion that the people who govern us govern 

us recklessly. Let’s get serious about this discussion. We have time to do so.” Overall, Sommer’s 

article reflects the growing suspicion towards traditional authority figures that was becoming 

widespread in the anti-nuclear movement. It also suggests, however, that there was still time to 

convince nuclear energy skeptics about the necessity for Schmidt’s program moving forward as 

the federal government moved to construct a waste storage facility. 

 In contrast to the message of distrust and doubt that was being put forth by the Brokdorf 

protestors, Die Zeit published an article in the same edition titled “The State Won in Brokdorf.” 

This article was a detailed interview led by Hans Schüler with the Minister-President of 

Schleswig-Holstein Gerhard Stoltenberg and claimed victory because of the lack of violence due 

to the extreme police presence and the importance of “traditional authority figures standing 

against far-left political radicals.” Schüler led off with asking whether the police preparations 

were “excessive” and whether it was “really necessary to call in police units from all the federal 

states in addition to the Federal Border Guards?”230 Stoltenberg defended his and Schmidt’s 

actions stating “They were not excessive, the riots in Brokdorf… last year showed that a strong 

police presence is the best way to deter violent groups from carrying out planned attacks….I’d 
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rather have a thousand officers on the scene – beyond what is necessary – to prevent violence, 

injuries, and serious damage to the people affected than the opposite situation.”231  

Schüler then asked Stoltenberg if demonstrations against nuclear reactors would become 

the new norm and how government officials were prepared to respond to this reality. Stoltenberg 

emphasized the importance of a peaceful protest and the fact that regular citizens, partnered with 

a large police presence, should be seen as a rebuke of radical far-left anti-nuclear violence. The 

Minister-President explained that “the victory” at Brokdorf was a “success for the state in 

fulfilling its task of ensuring internal peace and public order without… active police 

intervention.”232 Furthermore, Stoltenberg argued that in the tense energy debates “the tendency 

to cross the threshold to violence has become too great” but that the success at Brokdrof “can 

also be a lesson for all of those involved.”233  

 

Schmidt Creates the Cabinet Committee for the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy and the 

Council for the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy. 

 The court-mandated nuclear reactor construction halts as well as the Brokdorf 

demonstrations motivated Helmut Schmidt to restructure the domestic and foreign policy 

decision making process for his nuclear energy program. Prior to February 1977, Schmidt had 

relied on a relatively decentralized approach in which he would directly communicate with his 

chief ministers like Hans Matthöfer or Werner Maihofer but defer to them on decisions. The 

events of the past two months, however, had left the nuclear energy program effectively frozen 

and bleeding support. Schmidt decided it was time to reorganize the decision-making process 
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within his nuclear energy program and he would use two specially formed committees called the 

“Cabinet Committee for the Peaceful Use Nuclear Energy” (Kabinettauschusses für die friedliche 

Nutzung der Kernenergie – KNK) and the “Council for the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy” 

(Rates für die friedliche Nutzung der Kernenergie – RNK) to do so. 

On February 14, five days before the Brokdorf protest, Schmidt’s advisors in the 

Chancellor’s Office (Bundeskanzleramt), Dr. Hermann Schmitz-Wenzel, and Dr. Hans Schill 

from the Ministry of Economics wrote a memo to Schmidt recommending that the Chancellor 

establish a special “Nuclear Council” in a similar manner to the French government’s nuclear 

energy program.234 Schmitz-Wenzel noted that the French President Valéry Giscard d'Estaing had 

established a special committee in September 1976 with experts from the relevant ministries, 

political parties, and unions, in order to directly advise the French President on how to 

effectively coordinate a foreign and domestic nuclear energy program.235 Schmitz-Wenzel 

explained that “recent developments (Brokdorf, waste disposal center) have demonstrated the 

need for quick decisions…” and advised Schmidt to consider establishing a committee with 

similar goals in mind.236 Schmidt created two committees.237  

 
 Dr. Hermann Schmitz-Wenzel was a career bureaucrat who had worked in the Chancellor’s Office and the Ministry of Research 

and Technology. He worked extensively in crafting and advising on nuclear energy policy across multiple administrations. He 

was a strong proponent for increased nuclear energy collaboration with France in the immediate aftermath of the OPEC oil crisis 

but also was a proponent for exporting West German reactor technology. He was a key architect of the West German – Brazil 

Reactor deal and would advocate for more foreign policy deals going forward. 
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The “Cabinet Committee for the Peaceful Use Nuclear Energy” and would be staffed 

with officials from the Foreign Office, Ministry of Research and Technology, Ministry of the 

Interior, and Ministry for Economics.238 The Nuclear Cabinet, as it would be called, would be 

chaired by someone from the Chancellor’s Office who would report the committee’s discussions 

and recommendations directly to Schmidt.  

The second committee, the “Council for the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy” or Nuclear 

Council, would be much larger. This committee would comprise of the following individuals: 

Schmidt himself as the chair, the Minister-President of Lower Saxony Dr. Ernst Albrecht and the 

Minister-President of Nordrhein-Westfalen Heinz Kuehn, the former Chancellor Willy Brandt, 

and Herbert Wehner from the SPD, Foreign Minister and leader of the Free Democratic Party 

(FDP) Hans Dietrich Genscher, the leader of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) Dr. Helmut 

Kohl, the leader of the Christian Social Union (CSU) Franz-Josef Strauss, the CEO of 

Mannesman Industrial Conglomerate Dr. Egon Overbeck as a representative of the business 

community, the chairman of the Trade Union for Public Services, Transport and Traffic Mr. 

Heinz Kluncker as representative from the trade unions, and the President of the Max Planck 

Society Prof. Dr. Reimar Lüst as representative from the scientific community.239 Lastly, 

Matthöfer would remain in charge of the “Citizens’ Dialogue for Nuclear Energy” but would take 

policy recommendations from both the Nuclear Cabinet and Nuclear Council. After the Brokdorf 

demonstrations had ended, however, Schmidt decided that this KNK and RNK  would be 

essential in revitalizing the Fourth Atomic Energy Program. 
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By the end of February 1977, the responsibilities for the KNK and RNK were clearly 

defined and approved. Dr. Hans Schill officially noted in a memo for the press that “the 

motivation for the formation of the Cabinet Committee for the Federal Chancellor was that in the 

future he [the Chancellor] no longer wanted to see nuclear issues deal with primarily by the 

cabinet as a whole…. The Cabinet Committee is to be responsible for foreign and domestic 

nuclear policy issues.”240 In contrast to the KNK, the RNK was “intended to contribute to a more 

focused discussion and the same time to … increase the consensus on nuclear energy and 

improve its acceptance.”241 Therefore, what Schmidt’s decision sought to do was to create the 

KNK and staff it with bureaucrats from the relevant ministries who could discuss the necessary 

foreign and domestic policy recommendations to see the Fourth Atomic Energy Program to 

completion.  

With these policy recommendations in mind, Schmidt would then convene a meeting 

with the RNK to discuss the recommendations and the feasibility of policy changes with the 

relevant minister-presidents, party leaders, and members who represented trade unions, the 

energy industry, and the scientific community. Furthermore, these committees would also 

centralize all nuclear energy decision making underneath Schmidt and allow him to have a 

streamlined ability to process information and respond to the increasing number of concerns and 

issues with nuclear energy. With the committees established and staffed, their first set of 

meetings were scheduled for March with the aim of address the construction freeze, public safety 

concerns, and best policy recommendations to finish implementing the Fourth Atomic Energy 

Program. 
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On March 4th, the KNK, which was chaired by Dr. Schmitz-Wenzel, conducted its first 

meeting, and highlighted three takeaways for Schmidt and the DNK. The members of the 

Cabinet Committee agreed that the state courts of Nordrhein-Westfalen and Schleswig-Holstein 

had established a legal precedent that other state courts would likely follow regarding the 

necessity of a long-term solution to nuclear waste. Therefore, the committee stressed that the 

proposed site at Gorleben needed to be completed as soon as possible if any other reactors were 

to be constructed. The Committee also recognized that Matthöfer’s media campaign needed to be 

reorganized and to try and begin targeting the different groups that were part of the growing anti-

nuclear energy movement.  

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, the Cabinet Committee stressed the importance of 

honoring the nuclear energy deals that West Germany had signed with nations like France and 

Brazil. The reason that honoring these deals was so important was because it would allow West 

Germany to continue investing in technological research, but it could also allow West German 

energy corporations to continue to produce and build the supply chains needed for a massive 

nuclear energy sector in the future.242 But the committee also posed a question for Schmidt and 

the RNK about whether it would be possible for West Germany to pursue more nuclear energy 

exports in order to maintain the jobs and income that could be frozen due to the state courts’ 

decision to freeze domestic production until the site at Gorleben could be finished.243 Pivoting to 

an export-focused policy for nuclear energy would provide Schmidt with a major possibility to 

keep his program alive and to expand energy partnerships and trade revenue while also 

showcasing West German scientific and technological prowess. This idea was not without 
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precedent either as in 1975, Helmut Schmidt, Hans Matthöfer, and the West German Foreign 

Minister Hans Dietrich Genscher had met and agreed to a five-billion-dollar investment deal 

with Brazil in which West Germany would provide technology and expertise to construct eight 

reactors in exchange for funds and a supply of natural uranium.244 

-  

Figure 6: Bundeskanzler Helmut Schmidt überreicht Bundesminister Matthöfer das Bundesverdienstkreuz, Presse- und 
Informationsamt der Bundesregierung - Bildbestand (B 145 Bild)  

 

The deal was hailed as a “deal of the century” by West Germany media outlets and March 1977 

marked the period when West German companies were scheduled to begin exchanging fuel cycle 

technology and constructing the first of the eight reactors in Brazil.245 While the United States 

had expressed reserves about this deal in particular for fear of nuclear proliferation, the 
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Committee stressed that West Germany needed to maintain its agreed upon terms or face losing a 

massive investment.  

Overall, the Cabinet Committee recommended that Schmidt maintain this deal but also 

consider the possibility of expanding his nuclear energy foreign policy as a solution to the 

domestic construction freeze.246 Roughly two weeks later, on March 23, Schmidt sat down with 

the RNK and gave opening remarks reflecting his insistence to continue the nuclear energy 

program no matter the costs and showed his intention to expand West Germany’s nuclear energy 

foreign policy.247 Schmidt noted that “the problems of the peaceful use of nuclear energy have 

become central issues of our foreign and domestic policy [emphasis added] with an intensity not 

previously expected on this scale.”248 Nevertheless, Schmidt concluded his remarks by 

recommending that the Nuclear Council review the recommendations made by the Cabinet 

Committee and expand nuclear energy exports. This recommendation provided the basis for a 

major shift in West German nuclear energy policy which would be focused on exporting nuclear 

reactors and technology to the rest of the world until domestic construction could resume. 

 

“I am against Moratoriums!” – Schmidt Corrals Support for Nuclear Export Policies 

 Schmidt, Matthöfer, and Genscher, wasted no time in shifting West Germany’s nuclear 

energy foreign policy. For the next 18 months, German domestic and foreign energy policy was 

preoccupied with selling nuclear reactors, expertise, and fuel cycle technology, and many nations 

were eager to purchase from Schmidt’s government. Furthermore, Schmidt marketed this shift as 
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being essential if West Germany’s economy was to maximize its employment and develop long-

term and stable jobs in the budding nuclear energy sector. By January 1979, Schmidt’s open-

market nuclear technology policy had caused tensions between West Germany and the United 

States to such a strong degree that President Carter received bi-partisan support to rewrite the 

Non-Proliferation Act and limit nuclear energy deals. Nevertheless, Schmidt was intent on this 

direction to maintain his Atomic Energy Program and his determination to see this program 

through demonstrates that he was increasingly all-in on nuclear energy and the benefits it could 

provide for foreign and domestic policies. 

 After the creation of his Cabinet Committee and Nuclear Council, Schmidt authorized 

German companies to increasingly look to foreign nations to secure uranium and plutonium 

supplies as well as to secure a temporary nuclear waste location.249 Within weeks, the premier 

French nuclear company COGEMA (Compagnie générale des matières nucléaires – General 

Nuclear Materials Company) as well as one of the largest British nuclear firms, British Nuclear 

Fuels Limited, signed deals with West German Nuclear Energy Conglomerate PWK (Projekt 

Wiederaufarbeitung von Kernbrennstoffen) for collaborative research, fuel, and waste 

transportation and storage.250 But Schmidt recognized that he would need to sell the program to 

the public and requested what larger nuclear reactor deals, similar to the one with Brazil, could 

do for the West German economy. In Late March, Schmidt received a letter from Dr. E.H. 

Bernhard Plettner, the CEO of the Siemens Company, providing him with hard data and 

analytical projections surrounding nuclear reactor construction. Plettner noted that Siemens had 

been seriously approached to build reactors in Brazil, Portugal, Austria, Spain, Switzerland, Iran, 
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and Nigeria.251 Furthermore, many other nations were interested but assuming that just two of 

these negotiations were carried out, projections indicated that it could provide more than 200,000 

full-time stable jobs as early as 1979 with the proper permitting. These numbers did not account 

for the temporary construction jobs either, but Plettner also stressed that these jobs would 

provide an avenue to build long-term relationships with these countries and would increase their 

reliance on West German exports. He strongly encouraged the Chancellor to open negotiations 

with more nations and confidently agreed that more exports would create jobs that would provide 

a valuable breath of relief after the most courts’ reactor construction halt. 

 With this data in hand, Schmidt began touting the benefits of expanding export policy to 

the nation. On April 21, Schmidt appeared in a television interview on the ZDF news broadcast 

in segment titled “Nuclear Power – Explosive for the Economy.”252 Schmidt was asked directly 

about why he had shifted his nuclear policy to prioritize exports rather than simply abandon it 

with the recent courts’ moratorium. Schmidt responded that “a complete abandonment of nuclear 

energy, as some are theoretically demanding, would change the future development of our 

economy decisively and not for the better.”253 Schmidt continued to justify the shift to exporting 

nuclear technology by emphasizing “a great deal of money has been put into this [nuclear energy 

program], a great deal of investment has been made, and a great many jobs depend on it…. At 

present, perhaps 100,000 people in Germany are directly and indirectly employed in the 

construction of such power stations – 30,000 directly and twice as many again in the supply 

sector.”254 For Schmidt, the shift to export nuclear technology was about finishing the Fourth 
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Atomic Energy Program but it was also about maintaining the economic benefits that the West 

German Federal Government had invested billions of DMs into. 

 The interview then turned to the controversial nature of exporting nuclear technology and 

the fact that President Jimmy Carter had called for special meeting in London at the upcoming 

World Economic Summit in June. Carter was concerned about the possibility of nuclear 

proliferation and wanted to get all major nuclear energy nations to agree to not export nuclear 

fuel technology that could aid in the creation of nuclear arms. Schmidt first addressed why it was 

important for West Germany to honor its nuclear energy agreement by explaining that it was 

essential to maintain the agreements and the jobs they created. But Schmidt also emphasized that 

West Germany had every intention of honoring its agreements “that applies to Brazil just as 

much as it does to the Non-Proliferation Treaty for nuclear weapons.”255 Schmidt was confident 

that the nuclear energy technology would not be used to create nuclear arms and assured the 

German public that the partnership would be mutually beneficial for West Germans and 

Brazilians. He emphasized that “a large proportion of the workforce in our country live from 

exporting state-of-the-art technology abroad, and in return we import raw materials, food, and 

many other things.”256  

Schmidt then turned to address Carter’s concerns about nuclear proliferation and getting 

each nation to agree to not export nuclear fuel cycle technology. For Schmidt, an agreement like 

that would only make sense “if all the industrialized nations of the world under consideration do 

so” and nations like France and Britain had expressed their reluctance to do so.257 Schmidt also 

emphasized that exporting nuclear technology would serve as a possible avenue to open 
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previously reluctant regimes to trade. Nuclear energy deals were not just a one-time agreement 

but a partnership that would last for the duration of the reactor’s life cycle, which could be 

upwards of 40 years. Overall, the interview with ZDF demonstrates that by April, Schmidt was 

fully convinced by the suggestions of the Nuclear Cabinet and Nuclear Council and was now 

stressing the economic and international benefits of exporting nuclear technology. Schmidt was 

aware, however, that members of his party had openly revolted against his nuclear energy 

program at Brokdorf, and he would need to secure the support of the SPD if his new foreign 

policy ambitions were to succeed. To do that, he agreed to speak at the SPD’s Conference on 

Energy, Employment, and Quality of Life and made the benefits of his nuclear energy policy the 

core of his speech. 

 One week after his ZDF interview, Chancellor Schmidt gave the keynote speech at one of 

the largest SPD gatherings that year in Cologne. In his speech, Schmidt had two goals: to 

emphasize that West Germany was not alone in its drastic nuclear energy expansion goals and to 

explain that his export policies would aid West German employment while also respecting Non-

Proliferation Treaties that West Germany had signed. Furthermore, a left-wing vocal critic of 

Schmidt’s nuclear energy program, Erhard Eppler, was becoming prominent in party 

conversations and vowed to challenge Schmidt’s program at the conference. In defending his 

policy from SPD critics, the Chancellor asserted that West Germany was not alone in its nuclear 

energy ambitions and expanding them placed it alongside economic and scientific powerhouses, 

like the USA. Schmidt declared that “Carter’s program – which once again should not be 

overlooked – includes plans to build a further 70 nuclear power plants in the USA in addition to 

the 63 nuclear plants. And this in a country with infinitely richer geological conditions in 
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comparison to us.”258 Schmidt stressed that President Carter and the United States recognized the 

importance of energy independence despite their massive amount of raw energy resources like 

coal and oil. Schmidt’s argument also stressed that West Germany’s nuclear energy program was 

placing it in a community of advanced nuclear powers and doing so was beneficial to improve 

safety standards. He recognized that exporting fuel cycle technology could lead to creating 

weapons grade material but committed to containing this risk on a case-by-case basis and 

remaining committed to the Non-Proliferation treaties that West Germany had signed.  It was 

unfair if it was simply West Germany and the United States who agreed to these conditions. 

Furthermore, Schmidt stressed that if there was to be a ban on nuclear technology exports:  

It must be a worldwide commitment. You cannot say on the one hand that we are in favor 

of full employment and on the other hand say that if our environmental policy or another 

morally well-founded policy unfortunately creates a few more tens of thousands or 

hundreds of thousands of structural unemployed, we will accept that. This does not fit 

together. It would not be moral at all; it would be a double standard if we were to take 

such a position. It doesn't go together. Of course, the export of reactors and other nuclear 

facilities by the Federal Republic of Germany is not exactly the most important factor in 

our export industry, but it is a very important one…. You can't complain about structural 

unemployment and at the same time create additional structural unemployment at another 

conference, which takes place in a different hall. That's why I say once again: these are 

not black and white issues that can be decided one way or the other, it's much more 

difficult.259 

 

Schmidt emphasized that his export program could provide tens of thousands or hundreds of 

thousands of jobs and he was not willing to risk West German employment if other nations were 

not onboard with a ban and profited from it at the cost of West Germans. What is also key to 

note is the centrality of Schmidt’s economic arguments as he sold this policy shift.  
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 Schmidt concluded by addressing one of the points that anti-nuclear activists had raised 

in the media and some of the left-wing SPD members, such as Erhard Eppler, were also 

beginning to echo, embracing the court ordered moratorium on nuclear energy to pivot away 

from nuclear energy.260 Schmidt made his position abundantly clear when he said “I am against 

moratoriums and pauses for thought in such areas. I am not in favor of saying that we want to 

think for two years about what we might do in this area or that area. That would all have an 

impact on employment policy, especially what we are not doing! We will be hindered in many 

things…But getting out…is not an option.”261  

Schmidt’s keynote speech made it clear that despite the court moratorium on domestic 

construction, he was determined to keep his program alive. Despite his insistence, however, 

Schmidt’s proposal was openly criticized by members of the SPD such as Eppler, who called for 

“only as much nuclear power as is absolutely necessary.”262 Despite the pushback, the SPD voted 

to reaffirm its commitment to Schmidt’s nuclear energy program, though 40% of the members 

voted against the nuclear energy resolution. While Schmidt’s program would continue, growing 

frustration over the nuclear debate was growing within his party.263 Nevertheless, with his 

party’s blessing, Schmidt now turned to the international stage to secure an agreement with 

President Carter and to expand the list of nuclear energy agreements and exports. 
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Schmidt Navigates the Tricky Waters of Non-Proliferation 

 As Schmidt secured support from the SPD the West German public, his Nuclear Council 

met in May and stressed that the Chancellor needed to take advantage of the open nuclear energy 

market while also gauging how serious President Carter was in his non-proliferation 

complaints.264 Schmidt’s announcement that he would provide the military dictatorship in Brazil 

with nuclear fuel technology had stirred up a whirlwind of protests from Jimmy Carter over the 

possibility that this would allow Brazil to develop nuclear arms. Carter’s concerns were not 

unfounded. In May 1974, Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi shocked the world with the 

announcement that India had completed Operation Smiling Buddha, its first successful nuclear 

weapon detonation. The Indian government had secretly produced the fuel for this bomb, 

plutonium, from in an agreement between the Indian and Canadian government that was 

specifically limited to a peaceful nuclear reactor.265  

Carter had called for a special meeting to take place between the nuclear powers in 

London at the upcoming World Economic Summit in June 1977. Tensions were already strained 

in this meeting as the Schmidt and Carter governments were in the midst of the Neutron Bomb 

discussions and could not find an agreement on the construction and stationing of the new 

weapon. The conversation was further complicated when Carter urged Congress to pass a revised 

Non-Proliferation Act which received bipartisan support and could give the President the 

authority to cut off the American supply of natural uranium and modify technological 

agreements if nations were found in violate of their Non-Proliferation obligations. He also called 

on the Canadian government to limit its supply of uranium if other nations failed to come to an 
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agreement in the upcoming conference. In turn, Carter’s declaration had received severe 

pushback from French and West German leadership and a disagreement over nuclear technology 

was brewing.  

Schmidt’s Nuclear Council recognized that the upcoming meeting between Carter and 

Schmidt was “of decisive importance” as a failure to come to an agreement on the question of 

nuclear technological exports could escalate tensions, cut off supply for already operating 

reactors in West Germany, and create a public relations disaster for Schmidt’s nuclear energy 

program.266 The Council recommended that Schmidt emphasize the importance of every nation 

agreeing on a policy so that it would not be just West Germany’s exports that would suffer but 

recommended that Schmidt and the West German team should approach France and the UK and 

seek an agreement against the US limiting general nuclear technological exports. 

 On June 10th, delegations from West Germany, the USA, the UK, Brazil, France, and the 

Soviet Union gathered at the World Economic Summit to discuss the issue of nuclear energy 

exports. To President Carter’s chagrin, the meeting did not produce a cohesive export policy. 

The meeting revealed the “strained German American relations” as Carter proposed to create an 

international organization that would oversee the development of nuclear energy fuel cycles and 

remove the need for bilateral nuclear energy deals. Carter proposed that this organization would 

be overseen by the by the United States and the Soviet Union and would aid in the effort to limit 

nuclear arms production but the “delegations of West Germany and France opposed the 

introduction of this new guideline.”267 Furthermore, the West German and French delegations 

argued that the United States’ reluctance to these deals was instead perceived as an American 
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effort to restrict the “free movement of goods… within the nuclear energy sector” and something 

that they would not be able to agree to.268   

 A week later, Schmidt, in a note to Carter, welcomed the discussion about the 

importance of honoring the Non-Proliferation Treaties both nations had signed and sought to 

offer an olive branch. He agreed that the West German “federal government will not issue any 

licenses for the export of reprocessing plants and technologies until further notice” but he added 

that “existing contracts and their implementation remain unaffected by this decision.”269 

Schmidt’s letter continued that he wanted to work together in honoring Non-Proliferation and 

hoped they could negotiate more specifics of this in Schmidt’s scheduled visit to Washington the 

following month. Overall, the meeting at the London Economic Summit demonstrated that 

Schmidt was determined to maintain his export policies even at the risk of openly disagreeing 

with the United States and other nuclear nations. He agreed to freeze any exports for an 

unspecified amount of time that had not already been agreed to. Schmidt’s intended to honor the 

West German-Brazil nuclear energy deal, despite Carter’s protests. Furthermore, Schmidt made a 

point to respect Carter’s concerns about not violating the Non-Proliferation Treaty, but he did not 

promise to halt his program all together. Schmidt and Genscher, did not stop there, however, as 

they utilized the summer for a foreign policy push to urge other nations against supporting 

Carter’s proposed international nuclear watchdog program. 

After the London Conference, Schmidt utilized his July visit to North America and 

Genscher’s October tour of southeast Asia to prevent a coalition of nuclear states from restricting 

the emerging nuclear reactor market. On July 16, 1977, Schmidt met with President Jimmy 
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Carter and the following day, Schmidt travelled to Ottawa to meet with Prime Minister Pierre 

Trudeau.270 The Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ) published an article entitled “The Chancellor’s Long 

Long Journey” detailing the ramifications of Schmidt’s trip. While no major changes to nuclear 

energy policy were announced in the aftermath of the Carter-Schmidt meeting, the meeting with 

Trudeau proved more effective. The SZ reported that Trudeau and the Canadian government 

were skeptical of allowing Schmidt to open the nuclear reactor market as “India had misused the 

supply of Canadian uranium and Canadian nuclear technology to develop weapons systems.”271 

Schmidt’s visit was dedicated to “cure the Canadians of their ‘nuclear hangover’” and to secure a 

supply of natural uranium if President Carter followed through on its threats to cut off uranium 

exports.272  

Schmidt’s efforts were successful as after their second meeting, the SZ reported that 

“Trudeau was ready to roll up the flag of his conviction. The decisive meeting took place in the 

presence of the four most important Canadian cabinet members, whose resistance Schmidt 

overcame in 45 minutes.” The Canadian government agreed that it would not limit its uranium 

supply if the United States’ government did and would provide West Germany with a supply of 

natural uranium. At the press conference following the meeting, Trudeau expressed his eagerness 

“to initiate long-term cooperation between Canada and the Federal Republic of Germany, both 

economically and politically.” Trudea continued that in the effort to forge a Canadian identity 

that was separate from “British tutelage” and to avoid being “oppressed by his overpowering 

neighbor, the United States”, he sought partners for a “third option… West Germany appears to 
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be that suitable partner.”273 While the details of this economic and political cooperation remained 

vague, the major takeaway from this meeting for FAZ readers was that “Schmidt has succeeded 

in breaking up the North American uranium cartel.”274 

The German Autumn, Left-Wing Terrorism, and the Anti-Nuclear Movement 

Despite his foreign policy success, Schmidt returned home to address an emerging a 

wave a radical terrorism known as the events of the “German Autumn” and tasked his cabinet to 

investigate whether any links existed between the anti-nuclear movement and West German 

radical left actors. On April 7, 1977, members of the radical left terrorist organization known as 

the Red Army Faction (Rote Armee Fraktion – RAF) murdered the West German Attorney 

General Siegfried Buback.275 Andreas Baader and Ulrike Meinhof founded the RAF and its 

identity developed out of the 1968 West German Student Protests. They gained prominence for 

their Marxist-Leninist driven violence and terrorism to disrupt the West German government 

which they argued was a continuation of the Third Reich policies and class exploitation. The 

RAF escalated tensions again on July 30, 1977, when they shot and murdered Jürgen Ponto, the 

chairman of the second largest bank in West Germany, Dresdner Bank. Schmidt’s government 

arrested and convicted members of the RAF who took part in these and other actions, but the 

RAF responded by kidnapping Hanns Martin Schleyer, the President of the German Employers 

Association (Bundesvereinigung der Deutschen Arbeitgeberverbände) and Federation of German 

Industries (Bundesverband der Deutschen Industrie) in Cologne in September. Members of the 
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RAF submitted demands to Schmidt for the release of imprisoned RAF members in exchange for 

Schleyer, but Schmidt and his government refused to negotiate. 

Tensions again escalated when a coordinated effort by the RAF and members of the 

Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine hijacked Lufthansa Flight 181 and demanded the 

same terms as the RAF regarding Schleyer’s kidnapping.276 The special forces of the West 

German Federal Police succeeded in freeing the prisoners and, upon hearing of this news, the 

leaders of the RAF held in custody committed suicide. When news of the prison deaths emerged, 

the RAF murdered Schleyer and his body was recovered on October 19th. During the crisis, 

Schmidt’s Minister of the Interior, Werner Maihofer, approved wiretapping requests for 

individuals who were part of the anti-nuclear movement and to understand if there was a 

connection with the RAF.277 Maihofer hoped to discover links between the groups, but this 

would be deemed illegal and unconstitutional and result in his resignation the following year. 

The Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution (Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz -- 

BfV) would, however, investigate the relationship between groups like the RAF and the K 

Groups that had been appearing at the anti-nuclear protests like Brokdorf and presented a 

detailed report to Schmidt’s cabinet. 

Overall, the BfV’s report highlighted that while the RAF operated alone in the attacks 

and murders of 1977, there was a strong ideological connection between the two groups and that 

“Left wing extremists were heavily involved in the large demonstrations against the nuclear 

power plant construction sites in Brokdorf.”278 Within the report, there was a section titled 
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“Exploiting the Anti-Nuclear Campaign” in which the BfV elaborated that “Left-wing extremists 

of all shades were also keen to misuse the movement against nuclear power stations for their 

revolutionary aims in 1977. They intensified their efforts, with varying degrees of success, to 

support citizens' initiatives against nuclear power plants and used their demonstrations for 

‘combat actions.’ [emphasis added]"279 The BfV explained the breakdown of the different K 

Groups that had taken part in the nuclear protests. These groups were placed under the umbrella 

term of “The New Left” but the anti-nuclear movement received the majority of its support from 

four K Groups: Communist League of West Germany (Kommunistischer Bund Westdeutschland 

– KBW) the Communist League (Kommunisticher Bund – KB), Communist Party of Germany 

(Kommunistiche Partei Deutschlands – DKP), and the Communist Party of Germany – 

Marxists/Leninists (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands – Marxisten/Leninisten).280 

Furthermore, at the Brokdorf Protests in February, the BfV report outlined that of the protestors 

who showed up, “around 6,000 supporter of the “New Left” from several federal states marched 

towards the nuclear powerplant construction site” and an additional “2000 of them were 

equipped with helmets, weapons, and tools to storm the construction site… but a majority of 

them abandoned their plans.”281 

The BfV’s report linked the anti-nuclear movement ideologically with the RAF when it 

discussed the rhetoric and goals of their movements. The report outlined the violence and terror 

employed by radical leftist groups, stating: 

Various groups of the "New Left", above all "K-groups"…wanted to awaken the 

"reserves of militancy" in the movement against nuclear power plants in 1977 and 

promote the "broad mobilization of working people and their unification in united 

struggle actions" They prepare intensively and in a coordinated manner for joint acts of 
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violence at demonstrations against nuclear power plants and then decide on the use of 

violence on the spot according to the tactical situation.282 

 

Because of the court ordered moratorium, however, protests had stalled in West Germany, but 

this reality did not stop the anti-nuclear actors. The report cautioned that another important facet 

of the anti-nuclear movement was that it was becoming transnational. According to the BfV, 

“German left-wing extremists worked together with foreign left-wing extremists. For example, 

groups of the …"New Left” … took part in the demonstration against the…nuclear power plant 

near Malville/France [on July 31], where around 1,000 demonstrators, including German left-

wing extremists, violently attacked the police.”283 The report continued that there was a strong 

possibility for foreign actors to take part in future anti-nuclear protests in West Germany. Lastly, 

the report estimated that the based on all of the actions of the K Groups and political efforts, the 

political organizations were receiving outside funding and pinpointed that the DKP alone 

“received grants amounting to more than DM [Deutsche Marks] 50 million from the GDR [East 

Germany].”284 

Overall, this report was a major development in providing a lens into how Schmidt and 

his cabinet would have understood the anti-nuclear movement. Pro-nuclear actors’ original 

rhetoric characterizing many anti-nuclear actors as radical leftists proved to be correct. At the 

very least, this report would have vindicated Schmidt and others who argued that the anti-nuclear 

movement was being manipulated by actors eager to hamstring his government’s efforts to solve 

the West German question of energy. This report indicated that the anti-nuclear movement was 

receiving millions in foreign aid and was a transnational effort and helps explain why Schmidt 

and other actors refused to acknowledge the points put forth by anti-nuclear actors and why 
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Schmidt’s government responded with so many police at the protests. This report would be 

important in providing Schmidt’s perspective based on the information he was receiving but 

while these developments were coming to light, Schmidt was still locked in trying to secure his 

reactor export policy to keep his program alive. 

 

The Non-Proliferation Feud Escalates Between Schmidt and Carter 

Due to the crisis at home, Schmidt asked Genscher to build support for nuclear energy in 

October in a tour across Southeast Asia. In the month of October alone, Genscher conducted 

state visits with India, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Singapore, the People’s Republic of China, and 

Japan in which he stated that that “questions of trade, economic policy, as well as the 

possibilities of cooperation in the nuclear field will also be discussed”.285 Along his tour, the 

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) reported that Genscher had discussed West Germany’s 

openness to opening its nuclear reactor market to any nation that was interested and willing to 

abide by a Non-Proliferation Treaty.286 Genscher’s talks made significant headway with the 

Japanese government as he and Japanese Prime Minister Masayoshi Ōhira announced a renewed 

agreement between Japan and West Germany to develop a reliable “supply of raw materials 

[mainly uranium or plutonium], the transfer of technology, and the peaceful use of nuclear 

energy.”287 The two also discussed the inability to create a coherent policy at the London 

Conference regarding reactor sales, and Genscher secured a public agreement from Ōhira which 

outlined his government’s desire to cooperate on the “nuclear energy issue, uranium 
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requirements, technology exports” and to come to an agreement about the sale of nuclear 

reactors that was discussed and agreeable “vis-à-vis the nuclear states”, rather than one dictated 

solely by the United States.”288  

While the language remained vague regarding any sort of reactor sales or what the 

agreements would entail, the fact that these press conferences specifically addressed many of the 

issues that Carter had raised in London indicate that the United States was increasingly isolated 

in its effort to curb a developing nuclear energy market. Despite Carter’s protests in the media 

and at the London Conference, Schmidt’s support from the leaders of France, Canada, and Japan 

indicated that he had strong support from international leaders to continue his course and 

prioritize exporting reactors to save his domestic nuclear energy program. 

 By the end of 1977, the pivot to prioritize nuclear energy exports and craft policies that 

adhered to Non-Proliferation Treaties but still allowed for reactor sales was among the top 

priorities for the West German Foreign Office. This reality was even reflected in the civil service 

exam that the West German Foreign Office gave to aspiring bureaucrats and foreign policy 

aspirants. The multi-part exam included an examination on laws, policies, and the history of 

German foreign relations and concluded with a final take-home portion which tasked the 

applicant with writing a detailed policy proposition about a specific topic or scenario.  

The exam in November asked for an extensive policy proposal for how to deal with the 

“export of ‘sensitive’ nuclear technology and non-proliferation policy.”289 Aspiring foreign 

service officers were tasked with crafting a realistic plan that incorporated a cohesive vision to 

address “emerging third world countries and international nuclear policy, aspects and 
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perspectives of the security of supply of the Federal Republic of Germany with nuclear fuels, 

German-French Cooperation in the peaceful use of nuclear energy, prospects for German nuclear 

foreign policy in the coming years, and lastly, President Carter’s nuclear policy from a German 

perspective [emphasis added]”290 The examination clearly reflects that the West German foreign 

office was prioritizing any and all viewpoints for what foreign policy options were on the table 

regarding nuclear exports. Therefore, as 1977 ended, Schmidt had revised his nuclear energy 

program to prioritize exports, managed to secure most of his party’s support in his vision, and 

avoided international condemnation for his desire to open up the nuclear energy market. While 

he and the West German delegation had promised President Carter to honor the Non-

Proliferation Treaty, Schmidt’s Nuclear Council and Cabinet Committee were actively 

examining the specifics of what that meant and what loopholes or flexibility existed within these 

agreements. 

 Schmidt and his Nuclear Cabinet and Committee commenced 1978 by exploring 

numerous nuclear energy deals. In January, the Nuclear Cabinet recommended that Schmidt’s 

government conclude an agreement with the Kingdom of Spain. In this case, West Germany 

would provide the fuel cycle technology necessary for the massive reactor planned at Trillo 

outside of Madrid.291 The following month, the Nuclear Cabinet recommended that Schmidt 

move forward and negotiate a request for a nuclear reactor with the Iraqi government.292 After 

these initial suggestions showed promise and the prospect of billions of DMs and tens of 

thousands of jobs, the proverbial floodgates were opened.  
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 Domestically, 1978 also brought some major shifts to Schmidt’s nuclear energy 

ambitions. In the aftermath of the German Autumn, Schmidt’s cabinet was rocked when the 

West German media reported about an illegal wiretapping scheme when his Minister of the 

Interior had bugged anti-nuclear activists to assess their connection to the RAF terrorists. In 

response, Schmidt shuffled up the cabinet and six ministers were either shuffled around or asked 

to resign. Most importantly, Hans Matthöfer was removed as the Minister of Research and 

Technology and instead shifted to become the Minister of Finance.293  

In his place, Schmidt tapped Volker Hauff to be the new Minister of Research and 

Technology. Volker Hauff had been a lifelong SPD member but was seen as a young rising star 

within the SPD and was only 38 years old when he received the appointment. Hauff’s position 

on nuclear energy differed with Matthöfer in that he was far more skeptical about nuclear energy 

being the top priority and instead called for more investments in renewable energy and urged a 

new approach to energy consumption and reducing consumption.294 While Hauff did not outright 

reject nuclear energy, he was skeptical of the government’s ability to promise safety from any 

nuclear energy risks. He also echoed many talking points of left-wing SPD members regarding 

energy usage, such as Erhard Eppler. Therefore, when he received his position, he personally 

viewed his appointment as a gesture from Schmidt to the left-wing SPD members to unite the 

party on energy policy after its pronounced division over nuclear in 1977.295  Nevertheless, 

Hauff’s appointment was approved by the Bundestag, and Schmidt’s cabinet continued to 

develop its nuclear export policy.  
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Tensions Between Schmidt and Carter Escalate 

Tensions surrounding nuclear proliferation drastically escalated in February when 

President Carter’s administration responded decisively to Schmidt’s efforts by submitting a 

revised Nuclear Non-Proliferation Act to Congress to formally revise and pass into law, the bill 

received bipartisan support and Carter signed it into law the following month.296 With the 

passing of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Act, the new law stipulated that nations who received 

uranium from the United States had until April 10 to renegotiate the terms of their Non-

Proliferation Treaty within the International Atomic Energy Agency and the United Nations’ 

Committee on Disarmament and to adopt what Carter called “Counter Proliferation 

Safeguards.”297 These safeguards restricted which technology could and could not be sold among 

nations that were willing to purchase nuclear technology and increased pressure for nations to 

enter into further the Non-Proliferation community before acquiring nuclear energy capabilities. 

Furthermore, many of the European nations within the European Atomic Community – 

EURATOM –  relied on US shipments; a crisis was on the horizon. 

U.S. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance sent a memo to President Carter in which he 

explained the new legislation to other nations stating “the new Non-Proliferation legislation 

tightens criteria for nuclear cooperation but does not call for a moratoria on exports. Likewise, 

the Administration’s conditions for new highly enriched uranium exports are stringent but 

exports under existing agreements are not embargoed.”298 In an effort to appease West Germany 

and French leadership, this new law allowed already existing reactor agreements, but new 
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agreements would be affected by Carter’s new bill. But Vance explained to the President that 

while:  

it is increasingly evident abroad that the United States has a long-term commitment to a 

stronger international nuclear community based upon a viable non-proliferation regime. 

We must recognize… that while we have sensitized the international community to the 

dangers of proliferation, we remain essentially isolated among the major industrialized 

states in questioning the inevitability of moving toward reprocessing and early 

commercialization of reactor technology.299 

Therefore, Carter refused to back down on the issue of Non-Proliferation and sought to curtail 

the spread of reactor technology, but he had left the United States isolated on this question.  

 Upon hearing the news of Carter’s new bill, Schmidt’s government responded by sending 

Genscher to negotiate with Carter in Washington for more time while also conducting an 

analysis of how Carter’s potential uranium embargo would affect the domestic nuclear energy 

program.300 On April 4, the Süddeutsche Zeitung reported on the countdown to a uranium 

embargo stating “the German government is obviously anxious to play a special role in the 

question of American uranium deliveries to Europe.  The German-American relationship should 

not be burdened with another issue in addition to the ongoing disagreement over monetary policy 

and economic management.”301 But any sort of delay would most likely require an agreement 

with the United States. The newspaper speculated that “that the Americans are increasingly 

counting on Germany's willingness to deploy the neutron weapon. Genscher, it is assumed, will 

hardly be able to convince the Americans of the necessity of extending the uranium ultimatum 

without at the same time having to take note of decisive American wishes for the deployment of 
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the neutron weapon.”302 Genscher ultimately managed to secure an additional month of time to 

renegotiate terms but Schmidt and his cabinet would need to either agree to Carter’s terms or risk 

a uranium and nuclear technology embargo from the United States. 

 While Genscher negotiated with Carter’s team, Schmidt and his nuclear cabinet and 

council received an official report regarding the ramifications of Carter’s new law at the end of 

April. The report had been a joint government-corporate effort led by the Ministry for Research 

and Technology and West Germany’s largest nuclear reactor company, Kernkraftwerk Union 

(KWU). The CEO of KWU, Klaus Berthelt, wrote directly to Schmidt outlining that while a 

uranium embargo would not bring West Germany’s domestic program to a halt, the consequences 

for international reactor deals could be problematic. Berthelt stated that for the domestic supply 

of uranium “only about 10% of Germany’s natural uranium requirements come from the USA. A 

supply ban alone would therefore have a minor impact. In addition, the natural uranium reserves 

created by the federal government and energy industry will last for several years.”303  

While West Germany’s uranium supply would be secure, Berthelt strongly recommended 

that West Germany begin exploring options to secure a more reliable supply for multiple reasons. 

While the fuel in the short term was secure, “in the medium to long term, additional national, bi-, 

or tri-national or European enrichment capacity must be built up.”304 This was recommended 

because if the Americans were open to weaponizing their uranium supply, West Germany and its 

European allies would be left in a similar crisis to the 1973 OPEC oil shock which had 

kickstarted the domestic nuclear program in the first place. But a domestic or reliable European 

uranium supply was also important because the US Non-Proliferation Act did not just cover 
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uranium that the US provided but also the waste that American created in reactors. Consequently, 

Berthelt explained that:  

the construction of the German disposal center in Gorleben is therefore also subject to the 

legal requirements of the American law, especially if the fuel elements to be reprocessed 

contain American natural uranium or if the uranium was enriched in the USA. This 

encroachment on sovereignty seems unacceptable, it could severely disrupt the entire use 

and further development of nuclear energy in Germany and hinder the process of 

acceptance of nuclear energy at home [emphasis added].305 

Therefore, securing a domestic or European supply of uranium was crucial for the long-term 

viability of Schmidt’s program. 

 Berthelt concluded his letter with the international implications and how he and other 

business leaders perceived the American efforts to curb nuclear proliferations. He had been an 

early advocate of Schmidt’s nuclear reactor exporting policy and written to him about the jobs 

that could be created if Schmidt pursued an export-focused nuclear energy policy. After Carter’s 

decision, Berthelt wrote that “the Non-Proliferation Act will make the export of nuclear 

technology even more difficult as long as and to the extent that the suspicion or covert or overt 

influent or later direct or indirect obstruction of the recipient country by the USA cannot be 

dispelled.”306 Furthermore, because the future of nuclear reactor exports was now in question, 

Berhelt stressed that “we must make it clear to our nuclear treaty partners that, despite the Non-

Proliferation Act, we will also fulfill our contractual obligations with the fuel cycle… This will 

continue to require a great deal of political support from the German government.”307 He 

concluded his letter to Schmidt with strong rebuke of Carter’s decision. While West German 

business and government officials agreed about the importance of limiting the development of 
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nuclear arms, the Non-Proliferation Act was not the solution and instead appeared like an 

American effort to retain its advantages on nuclear energy. Berthelt finished his note, writing:  

The new American Non-Proliferation Act approaches an internationally widely accepted 

and important goal – the prevention of the uncontrolled spread of nuclear weapons – with 

unsuitable means…. The alleged improvement in proliferation resistance comes at the 

expense of a rational and internationally responsible energy policy. The demonstrated 

unreliability of the USA as a contractual partner will strengthen the urge for nuclear 

independence outside the international control systems, especially among developing 

countries.308 

Simply put, Carter’s Non-Proliferation Act had the potential to put immense pressure on 

Schmidt’s domestic and foreign nuclear energy policy. 

 On May 5th, 1978, however, Carter and Vance offered a potential off-ramp to deescalate 

the situation. Rather than forcing a universal agreement on all European nuclear powers, Carter 

and Vance offered a two-year grace period regarding uranium and technological exports to 

Western European nations if they agreed to renegotiate bilateral agreements regarding their Non-

Proliferation treaties at the upcoming 1980 global conference for the parties of the Treaty on the 

Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons in Geneva.309 The two year period would give the Carter 

administration time to coordinate new terms for individual nations and address their individual 

concerns while at the same time getting them to all in agreement on the future of an international 

nuclear energy market watchdog.  

Vance recommended a bilateral approach to Carter because it had become clear that “our 

efforts to restrain the use and transfer of sensitive nuclear technologies and materials are still 

viewed by many governments as an unacceptable infringement on their nuclear energy 
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development plans.”310 Furthermore, Vance proposed that bilateral relations would also be more 

effective in addressing the different concerns that leaders had regarding the emerging nuclear 

market. Vance conceded that Schmidt and Genscher’s diplomatic tours had built unified 

resistance to Carter’s Non-Proliferation aspirations and compromising with West Germany and 

other nations was necessary to advance the Non-Proliferation agenda. Vance stated: 

In the near term, we will have to compromise on some of our illustrative elements in 

relation to the advanced countries. In particular, West Germany, Japan and Canada want 

to pursue, or to retain the option for, national enrichment and reprocessing programs. 

Winning their agreement to place such sensitive facilities under multinational auspices 

will require efforts…. West Germany and Belgium (and possibly Japan) are not likely to 

be dissuaded from their programs for research and development…although they may 

agree not to enlarge such programs for at least a decade.311 

This announcement, while reducing tensions between Carter and Schmidt on the question of 

reactor exports and removing a deadline, still did not provide a comprehensive agreement.  

In response, Hauff, the new Minister for Research and Technology, submitted a report to 

Schmidt, the Nuclear Council, and Cabinet Committee strongly urging them to agree to Carter 

and Vance’s suggestions. Hauff wrote that based on the grace period that was offered, “if the 

agreement partner… agrees to renegotiations, the President can suspend the tightened conditions, 

particularly with regard to approval for reprocessing and retransfer, for an adjustment period of 

at least 2 years. Deliveries can then be continued on the basis of the existing agreement. 

[emphasis added]”312 Hauff emphasized that this would allow for West Germany to continue 

negotiating and finalizing any pending reactor deals until Schmidt’s government agreed upon 

renegotiated Non-Proliferation terms. In doing so, the reactor deals that were agreed upon 
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beforehand would fall into the category of existing prior to the renegotiation. This two-year 

period would also cover most of the time needed to finish the domestic reprocessing center at 

Gorleben, which could then allow for a shift back to domestic nuclear reactor construction 

should the reactor sales no longer be possible.313 Hauff recognized that announcements of these 

deals could sour relations in the current diplomatic climate and stressed that if any deals were 

finalized, the nations that West Germany negotiated with either needed to become members of 

the Non-Proliferation Treaty, agree to attend the upcoming 1980 conference, or negotiate a 

special status with the International Atomic Energy Agency in order to move forward with the 

deal.314 The Nuclear Cabinet and Council agreed with this general assessment and recommended 

that Schmidt’s government continue to negotiate reactor deals but also commit West Germany to 

Carter’s terms regarding Non-Proliferation for the 1980 Geneva Conference.315 

For the remainder of 1978, Schmidt and the Nuclear Cabinet and Council would approve 

a strong of more deals. Schmidt’s policy pivot was so lucrative that even the United States media 

was reporting the $80 billion that the West German government had brought in the last 18 

months.316 Kraftwerk Union (KWU) alone announced a four-reactor deal with the Kingdom of 

Iran worth $5 billion, an additional four-reactor deal with Brazil worth $5 billion, and was in the 

process of finalizing a deal with the Kingdom of Spain estimated to be worth more than $2 

billion dollars.317 KWU’s CEO, Klaus Berthelt, also announced that KWU had $11 billion 

dollars on back orders in deals with Austria, Argentina, and Switzerland and hoped to negotiate 
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more deals in the near future. Other German firms, such as Siemens, were competing for 

contracts in France, the Netherlands, the UK, South Africa, the People’s Republic of China, 

Taiwan, Iraq, Iran, and Egypt.318 Helmut Schmidt’s pivot to provide nuclear technology to 

preserve his nuclear energy policy was complete. But in doing so, he had created a significant rift 

between the Federal Republic of Germany and the United States that would require an 

international agreement about what the new parameters surround nuclear proliferation would be 

and there was no solution in sight.  

The Formal Establishment of an Anti-Nuclear Political Party 

 Just as the latter half of 1978 saw Schmidt securing more nuclear energy deals, 

domestically, Schmidt’s foreign policy direction also rallied a diverse coalition of political actors 

that would begin to politically organize. The nuclear protests and the West German media 

reporting on these protests and groups revealed a large degree of cynicism among anti-nuclear 

activists and many authors sought to either capitalize on these conversations or portray 

themselves as the public intellectuals of this movement. Therefore, as Schmidt pivoted his 

program’s goals and the rhetoric surrounding it, the anti-nuclear rhetoric from journalists and 

activists such as Robert Jungk, Barbara Rogers, and Zdenek Cervenka,  gained traction during 

the period between January 1977 to January 1979. Consequently, in July 1978, anti-nuclear 

activists coalesced into the first national ecological anti-nuclear political party, the Green Action 

Future (Die Grüne Aktion Zukunft - GAZ), under Herbert Gruhl.  

 Robert Jungk was one of the first and most influential activists who provided a narrative 

for the anti-nuclear movement. Jungk and his Jewish family fled the Nazi occupation of Austria 
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in 1938 and he travelled to France and Switzerland where he honed his journalism skills. After 

the war, Jungk reported on the Nuremberg Trials but gained prominence in the 1950s when he 

wrote Brighter than a Thousand Suns: A Personal History of the Atomic Scientists (Heller als 

tausend Sonnen: Das Schicksal der Atomforscher), one of the first accounts of the history and 

development of the atomic bomb. He was critical of the scientific community for providing 

weapons of unprecedented magnitude and argued that scientists had an obligation to speak out 

and protect the public from governments with unprecedented means of destruction. Furthermore, 

questioned the American or Soviet state’s ability to not use the bombs for ill use.319  

In 1977, Jungk built upon these themes of distrust in the state as well as scientific 

institutions in his bestsellers like The Atomic State (Der Atom Staat) and The New Tyranny: How 

Nuclear Power Enslaves Us All. Jungk argued that nuclear secrets and technology would require 

a large and active surveillance state to keep reactors secure and this would develop on a global 

scale. Furthermore, Jungk projected that the police state required in West Germany to keep 

nuclear infrastructure secure would remind West German citizens of the Third Reich with its 

tendency to prioritize security above everything else.320 Jungk’s book rightfully received 

criticism from both historians and policy experts who pointed out that there were many 

democracies with both an atomic energy grid and weapons and were not a police state. 

Nevertheless, The Atomic State became a best seller and sold hundreds of thousands of copies 

and reveals that the cynicism of anti-nuclear activists was widespread and not isolated to small 

group. 
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But Jungk’s work was not alone, other works targeted Schmidt’s internationalist 

approach such as journalists Barbara Rogers’ and Zdenek Cervenka’s work The Nuclear Axis: 

The Secret Collaboration Between West Germany and South Africa. Rogers and Cervenka 

alleged that Schmidt’s export policy was not simply about nuclear energy and stressed that 

“commercial considerations are often given priority over international security.”321 They charged 

Schmidt with providing the necessary technology for nuclear arms and in the case of South 

Africa, this support was actively supporting the Apartheid system while also attempting to secure 

a nuclear weapon for West Germany.322 Cervenka and Rogers alleged that Schmidt and his 

nuclear policies were now supporting a race based hierarchy. Once again, the rhetoric alluded to 

nuclear policies and the government following in the footsteps of Third Reich racial policies. 

Similar to Jungk’s book, Rogers’ and Cervenka’s monograph received strong condemnation on 

its methodology and argument with one review bluntly stating, “the authors' allegation that the 

Federal Republic is using the South African link to acquire nuclear weaponry lacks a smoking 

gun.”323 Yet despite these criticisms, it also sold hundreds of thousands of copies and appealed to 

members of the anti-nuclear movement. Sensing an opportunity, a CDU Representative named 

Herbert Gruhl took steps to craft his own political party that could capitalize on this anti-nuclear 

skepticism. 

On July 12, 1978, Bundestag representative Herbert Gruhl bridged the anti-nuclear 

activists’ skepticism with his own ecological views, renounced his affiliations with the CDU, and 

declared the establishment of the first national ecological and anti-nuclear party, the Green 
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Action Future (Die Grüne Aktion Zukunft - GAZ). Gruhl had joined the CDU in the 1950s and 

was immensely popular for his calls to protect the German forests from increased 

industrialization and was promoted to the head of the committee to craft environmental policy 

for the CDU. In this role, he was one of the few outspoken critics of the CDU/CSU’s continued 

support for Schmidt’s foreign and domestic nuclear energy policies.  

In 1975, he wrote a West German bestseller called A Planet is Being Plundered: The 

Horror Story of Our Politics (Ein Planet wird geplündert – Die Schreckenbilanz unserer Politik). 

In his book, he criticized the pursuit of endless economic growth and energy production and 

argued that the environment was being destroyed in this process. Furthermore, he specifically 

criticized nuclear energy, stating “the use of nuclear power will not solve any future problems. 

On the contrary, the next generations will not only inherit a depleted planet, but also one 

contaminated with toxic waste.”324 Gruhl also critiqued Schmidt’s nuclear energy efforts by 

emphasizing the fears of what could go wrong with a nuclear energy program. He underlined the 

fears of nuclear energy and asked whether reactors could be kept under control or whether “the 

transportation of the material and the deposits of radioactive waste be handled with absolute 

certainty for thousands of years in such a way that no catastrophe or contamination occurs? 

Based on thousands of years of experience with human weaknesses, wars between states and the 

constant upheavals of societies, only the opposite can be said to be virtually certain.”325  

As Schmidt announced his nuclear export policy in 1977 and announced deals with other 

nations, Gruhl’s criticisms for Schmidt and his own party became increasingly pronounced and 

he threatened to resign from the party if his environmentalist criticisms were not taken 

 
324 Herbert Gruhl. Ein Planet wird geplündert: Die Schreckensbilanz unserer Politik. Frankfurt Am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch, 

1978. 111. 
325 Ibid., 109. 



158 
 

seriously.326 Helmut Kohl and the CDU leadership responded by giving Gruhl until July to either 

resign or to publicly agree with the party’s platform.  In an interview with Der Spiegel, Gruhl 

declared “I will not be given an ultimatum” in response to the tensions. Then on July 12, Gruhl 

denounced the CDU’s continued support for nuclear energy on the floor of the Bundestag and 

announced his departure from the party and the creation of his new political party, the GAZ.327 

Within a week, headlines about Gruhl and the “first nationwide environmental party” 

flooded the West German media and Gruhl reported that he was received thousands of letters in 

support of his actions and sought to build support in all the West German states.328 He also took 

advantage of the influx of media attention and widely distributed his new party’s platform, The 

Green Manifest (Das grüne Manifest). The 30-point party platform called for many 

environmentally oriented policies, but Gruhl specifically condemned nuclear energy, stating “In 

our energy and economic concept, atomic energy is superfluous. The use of natural, renewable 

energy sources such as sun, wind, water…and the combination of heat and power are to be 

encouraged.”329 Gruhl would use the remainder of the year to try and form a coalition with other 

disgruntled anti-nuclear Bundestag representatives as well as corral anti-nuclear activists into his 

party with the hope of growing their presence in the Bundestag in the next election in 1980. 

Nevertheless, by January 1979, Schmidt’s nuclear energy program remained alive despite the 

domestic moratorium and would remain so until the anticipated completion of a nuclear waste 

processing site at Gorleben. But in prioritizing his foreign policy, Schmidt had created the 

catalyst for anti-nuclear resistance to develop into a political party led by a former CDU member. 
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Gruhl’s party would go on to be marginalized among parties that were further left as the alliance 

of environmentalist and anti-nuclear parties coalesced into the Greens.330 Nevertheless, anti-

nuclear sentiment was merging into an organized political movement that was eager to cement its 

ambitions as Schmidt sought to make his atomic energy program permanent. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the period from January 1977 to January 1979 was transformative for Schmidt’s 

nuclear energy ambitions and the anti-nuclear response. The state courts of Nordrhein-Westfalen 

and Schleswig-Holstein issuing moratoriums on nuclear reactor construction in 1977 had 

effectively frozen the Fourth Atomic Energy Program in its tracks. Furthermore, the Brokdorf 

protests and the massive turnout also demonstrated that Schmidt needed to reevaluate his nuclear 

energy program’s future. Deciding to invest in the program and centralize the decision making 

under his authority, Schmidt established a Nuclear Cabinet Committee and Nuclear Council, who 

would advise him to turn to foreign policy to preserve his nuclear energy ambitions, had kept the 

program afloat. Schmidt marketed this pivot as being a necessity to preserve jobs, and the deals 

that the Federal Republic of Germany had already signed. But Schmidt also marketed this deal to 

the public as a means of West Germany asserting its identity on the world stage as a leader in 

science and technology.  

Despite his success in galvanizing the SPD behind his export-focused policy, Schmidt 

faced strong foreign and domestic resistance. Schmidt’s party and other politicians were 

 
330 For more on the discussion surrounding the organization of the nuclear skeptics and their eventual coalescence into the 

German Green Party and its organization, see Andrew Tompkins. Better Active than Radioactive!: Anti-Nuclear Protest in 1970s 

France and West Germany, Stephen Milder’ Greening Democracy: The Anti-Nuclear Movement and Political Environmentalism 

in West Germany and Beyond, 1968-1983, Dolores Augustine’s Taking on Technocracy: Nuclear Power in Germany 1945 to the 

Present 

 



160 
 

beginning to split on the question of nuclear energy. His decision to provide federal troops at 

Brokdorf had caused an open mutiny from the left wing of the Schleswig-Holstein SPD. 

Additionally, members of the SPD, such as Erhard Eppler, were now openly arguing against an 

expanded nuclear energy policy and advocating for a limit on exports and nuclear energy all 

together. While these voices were in the minority, they would gain more support in the coming 

years but for now, Schmidt had once again managed to keep his program alive.  

On the world stage, Schmidt’s policy had created significant tension between his and 

Carter’s administration. Furthermore, Schmidt was receiving information from his intelligence 

offices which warned that the anti-nuclear movement was being used as a vehicle for domestic 

disturbances from East Germany and its Soviet allies. While he did not want to give credence to 

their arguments, he would need to now decide how to address this growing movement without 

losing members on the left wing of his party to the newly formed GAZ environmental and anti-

nuclear party. Building trust in his nuclear energy program would only become more difficult the 

following year. In March 1979, a small reactor meltdown at the Three Mile Island Reactor in the 

United States would reignite the question of safety for nuclear energy and cause many 

industrialists, politicians, and scientists within Schmidt’s pro-nuclear coalition to question the 

viability of the program going forward.  
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Chapter 4: The Battle on the Border: Gorleben, Nuclear Waste, and the “Environmental Idiots” 

 

1979 was a crucial year for Schmidt and his pro-nuclear coalition’s nuclear energy 

ambitions because they experienced their first serious setbacks in the face of the Gorleben 

protests. Schmidt and the Nuclear Cabinet’s and Council’s decision to internationalize their 

program in 1978 to circumvent the domestic construction freeze had produced a boom in 

exports. Despite this boom, Dr. Werner Rudloff, the Head of Nuclear Energy and Public Affairs 

department at Kraftwerk Union (KWU), submitted a report to the Chancellor, Nuclear Cabinet 

and Nuclear Council stating that West Germany faced an energy shortage crisis in the coming 

years if domestic energy production did not increase. In 1977, the Nuclear Council selected the 

town of Gorleben for a reprocessing and nuclear storage waste site. And after years of testing and 

positive results, Schmidt made the executive decision to proceed with the project to meet the 

standards laid out by state courts to resume domestic construction. Gorleben offered the unique 

geological requirements for storing nuclear waste. But Lower Saxony, was a CDU stronghold led 

by its Minister President, Ernst Albrecht. As a result, Schmidt was beholden to internal state 

politics and Albrecht’s decisions.  

Despite party differences, Albrecht originally favored the construction project due to the 

thousands of jobs and income it would bring to his region. When news of construction was 

announced, however, tens of thousands of protestors -- with many being CDU voters -- arrived in 

the state capital to express their dissatisfaction. Consequently, Albrecht announced a construction 

delay and created an investigative panel called the Gorleben Commission to research the risks of 

reprocessing nuclear fuel and nuclear waste. Serendipitously for the anti-nuclear activists, the 

first day of the Gorleben Hearings were overshadowed by the news of a near-catastrophe at the 
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Three Mile Island Reactor in the United States. Within two days, nearly 100,000 people arrived 

to protest the site, and, under immense political pressure, Albrecht announced that the project 

“can be realized from a safety point of view but cannot be carried out politically.”331 

Furthermore, West German media outlets such as Der Spiegel and Die Zeit portrayed the 

Schmidt government as intensely divided over how to proceed over the nuclear energy program. 

Focusing on Der Spiegel is particularly important because it was one of West Germany’s largest 

publications that was strongly anti-nuclear. It even reported that members of Schmidt’s cabinet 

were acting independently to pivot the federal government away from nuclear energy. Therefore, 

utilizing Der Spiegel as a source offers the best perspective of what West German readers who 

did not attend anti-nuclear rallies or protests would have read about the clashes between 

Schmidt’s government and anti-nuclear actors. Ultimately, the events at Gorleben and its 

immediate aftermath represented a serious political and public relations defeat for Schmidt. But 

instead of pivoting, Schmidt doubled down on nuclear energy.  

The Chancellor continued to defend his energy program because he and the Nuclear 

Council found the Rudloff report, which concluded that West Germany faced serious energy 

shortages, to be reliable.  He described the moment not as a crisis but as an opportunity. Schmidt 

insisted that the solution to West Germany’s energy needs lay in building an international nuclear 

energy community, ensuring global nuclear energy safety standards, and urging experts, 

politicians, and industrialists to lead the public conversation rather than letting fear guide the 

public away from nuclear energy, as many critics demanded. Furthermore, in speeches and 

interviews, Schmidt emphasized his program as being pro-worker for the tens of thousands of 

jobs that it had created and argued that anti-nuclear activists were only providing short-term, 
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simple solutions for long-term, complex problems. To quell fears, Schmidt had his government 

prepare a detailed report outlining what went wrong at Three Mile Island and why West 

Germany was not prone to the same mistakes. He consistently argued that the German program 

was safe, secure, and built on solid foundations in contrast to assertions made by anti-nuclear 

activists, whom he referred to as “environmental idiots.”332 

Other historians have analyzed the Gorleben reprocessing site in the broader nuclear 

energy debate in West German historiography. Stephen Gross’ monograph analyzes the Schmidt 

government’s decision to build the reprocessing center but also concludes that the Rudloff 

reports, and energy concerns were unreliable. Instead, Gross argues that members of the SPD 

leadership, like Volker Hauff used the opportunity provided by the reports to urge for a 

paradigmatic shift in energy consumption to instead begin considering a shift to renewable 

energy. My work focuses more on Schmidt and the Nuclear Cabinet and Council’s decision 

making and why they pursued Gorleben despite the risks it held as a geographical location as 

well as a CDU stronghold. Furthermore, while my work is unable to verify the Rudloff Report 

and information it presented to Schmidt and his ministers, I contend there is still value to be 

gleaned from it as it was the report that Schmidt and Hauff citied as their primary motivators to 

proceed with the site in 1979. 

Astrid Eckert’s monograph West Germany and the Iron Curtain: Environment, Economy, 

and Culture in the Borderlands examined the importance Gorleben’s geographic location along 

the border and how this borderland site played a vital role in the Schmidt government’s effort to 

minimize risk for West German civilians should the reprocessing center had leaked radiation to 

the surrounding area. Eckert’s monograph also specifically looks at the inter-state political 
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clashes with the SPD and CDU over nuclear energy in the state of Hannover and argues that 

Ernst Albrecht, the Minister-President of Hannover, was the key figure in the decision making 

rather than Schmidt. My work compliments Eckert’s analysis by filling in the gap from the 

Schmidt government’s perspective and also by providing how the press reported on Three Mile 

Island and the massive pressure it caused at the Gorleben Hearings. Overall, I conclude that 

failure to finish the reprocessing center at Gorleben and the news of the Three Mile Island 

disaster proved to be the decisive failure in preventing the Schmidt government from making 

nuclear energy permanent. 

Overall, by the end of 1979, Schmidt and his government had failed to build the vital 

reprocessing and long-term storage site at Gorleben but had secured a short-term victory in 

getting a storage facility built in Gorleben, which meant domestic reactor construction could 

resume in the Federal Republic. However, support for Schmidt’s program was diminishing. The 

anti-nuclear movement, aided by international events, was growing in strength as protests in 

Lower Saxony numbered close to 100,000 people. Schmidt also faced growing dissent within his 

own party.  SPD Bundestag member Reinhard Ueberhorst called for a vote to establish a Federal 

Enquete Commission to investigate the safety and necessity of continuing a federal nuclear 

energy program and the Bundestag voted unanimously to approve his motion. Despite these 

developments, at the end of the year at the SPD Party Congress, Schmidt managed to eke out an 

affirmative vote for nuclear energy from the SPD to remain on the party platform for the 1980 

federal election. But this agreement was a compromise and he agreed not to expand his 

government’s nuclear ambitions for the foreseeable future. 

Gorleben and The Campaign Around the Nuclear Waste Site 
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The plans for a nuclear waste repository at Gorleben for a reprocessing center 

commenced back in 1976. When Hans Matthöfer was still the Federal Minister for Research and 

Technology, he recognized that the concept of nuclear waste would be among the most sensitive 

topics to discuss with the public and requested assistance from the French government about 

their publications on the matter.333 The French Ministry for Higher Education, Research, and 

innovation (Ministre de l'Enseignement supérieur, de la Recherche et de l'Innovation) provided 

the pamphlet Nuclear Energy (L’energie Nucleaire) which offered the 25 most frequently asked 

questions regarding nuclear energy by French citizens, including how nuclear waste was 

transported and processed.334 The booklet explained “In the course of its operation, a nuclear 

powerplant produces irradiated fuel, which must be periodically removed… After temporarily 

being stored in the reactor (for three years on average), the fuel rods are removed…and 

transported to special containers to undergo chemical treatment.”335 In February 1977 when 

Schmidt formally created his Nuclear Cabinet Committee and Nuclear Council, the Nuclear 

Council, chaired by Dr. Herman Schmitz Wenzel, ordered these booklets to be sent to the Project 

Company for the Reprocessing of Nuclear Fuel (Deutsche Gesellschaft Wiederaufarbeitung von 

Kernbrennstoffen - DWK), a subset of the special company that Schmidt’s government and the 12 

largest energy companies founded in 1975, so that they could echo similar language in how they 

marketed nuclear waste and its disposal in West Germany.336 
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Figure 7: B136_10903_5: “L’energie Nucleaire” 

In addition to marketing a reprocessing center, a location for the site needed to be 

finalized. A nuclear reprocessing site was essential for Schmidt’s nuclear energy program 

because it would allow West Germany to either reprocess nuclear waste and extract fuel from the 

waste or provide a long-term storage option for nuclear waste. Furthermore, this would allow 

West Germany to create a “Closed Fuel Cycle,” which meant that the nuclear energy process 

could be completed and contained to West Germany, rather than relying on an external nation to 

deal with reprocessing spent fuel or storing nuclear energy waste. Storing long-term waste was 

complicated because it required certain geographic and geological conditions. Nuclear waste 

needed to be isolated from reservoirs or sources of water and buried deep below the ground to 

limit the surrounding environment’s exposure to radiated materials.  

Aware of these conditions, the Ministry of the Interior conducted an extensive survey for 

locations in West Germany that met the criteria in November 1976 and had created a list of 
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suitable locations in February 1977.337 On February 24, the Nuclear Cabinet Committee met and 

reviewed the criteria and recommended that “due to the geological conditions in the Federal 

Republic,” a nuclear reprocessing and long-term storage center “can only be built on one of the 

salt domes located in Lower Saxony.”338 The geological salt domes were crucial to properly 

storing nuclear energy waste and Gorleben’s large salt domes made it a suitable location. 

Therefore, the Nuclear Cabinet Committee recommended a center be built outside the town of 

Gorleben, in Lower Saxony and along the border with East Germany.339  

At the same meeting, Schmidt expressed reservations. Lower Saxony was led by Ernst 

Albrecht, a member of the CDU, and building the center there meant that Albrecht “is the key 

player here.”340 Furthermore, Albrecht was aware of his leverage and stated that his government 

“needs two to three years to create the necessary conditions” before construction could begin. 

Albrecht originally welcomed the center being built in Lower Saxony as it would attract 

thousands of jobs, but Schmidt was concerned that two to three years was too much time and 

allocated more funding to expedite the process.341 Because of its ideal geological conditions, 

however, Gorleben remained the best site for the nuclear energy program and by the end of the 

meeting Schmidt agreed.342 The following day, Schmidt approved the Nuclear Cabinet’s 

recommendation and the Federal Press Office announced that “the final selection for the 

[reprocessing] site in Lower Saxony has been made.”343  
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Schmidt’s government tasked the DWK with overseeing the planning, marketing, and 

construction of the reprocessing center at Gorleben.344 Within two weeks of the official decision, 

Günther Scheuten, the Chief Executive Officer of DWK sent Hans Friderichs, the Minister of 

Finance, and the Chancellor’s office a letter and booklet outlining the company’s approach to the 

reprocessing center. Scheuten “welcomed” the decision to build the site at Lüchow-Dannenberg, 

outside of Gorleben. Furthermore, he committed the DWK to submitting “the application for 

approval in accordance with §7 of the Atomic Energy Act” and would also submit “a safety 

report of around 3,000 pages.”345 Lastly, Scheuten emphasized the importance of controlling the 

narrative surrounding nuclear waste and drew inspiration from the French L’Energie Nucleaire 

booklets and publications. He announced that a significant “100 million DM” endowment would 

go to marketing efforts, as evidenced by the attached a booklet to be published discussing the 

reprocessing center.346  

The DWK’s 20-page booklet, titled Germany Needs Nuclear Energy (Deutschland 

braucht Kernenergie) offered a summary of why nuclear energy was essential for West 

Germany’s needs and how the site at Gorleben was an integral part to this plan. The booklet also 

offered a detailed analysis for why Gorleben had been chosen, the economic benefits of having a 

reprocessing center in the area, and what precautions would be taken for the people with nuclear 

waste.  
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Figure 8: B102_194415_9: Deutschland Braucht Kernenergie Cover 

Like Matthöfer’s rhetoric during the Citizen’s Dialogue on Nuclear Energy, the DWK’s booklet 

stressed that West Germany’s “demand for electricity has doubled in the last 10 years.”347 In 

addition to demand increasing, “oil…and natural gas become more and more expensive…” and 

while renewable energy was appealing, it was not enough to cover the public’s needs.348 Nuclear 

energy, according to DWK, was reliable and could produce massive amounts of energy to aid in 

the anticipated energy requirements. Therefore, DWK and federal government were working 

together and “investing billions of marks so that Germany’s energy supply is secure.”  

The booklet also explained that while nuclear reactors could produce vast amounts of 

energy, “there is another important nuclear facility: a disposal center where spent fuel elements 

from nuclear power plants are processed and the waste is safely stored.”349 In this case, disposal 

was carefully monitored and controlled process that included “safe transportation of spent fuel 
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elements from the nuclear power plant to the disposal center, fuel element storage and 

reprocessing, fuel element production and the safe final storage of radioactive waste.” The final 

storage site required certain geological and geographic conditions, however, to protect the 

surrounding environment from the nuclear waste. The ideal place for long-term storage for 

nuclear waste was salt domes, or special holes that were drilled into old salt mines.  The booklet 

elaborated that “salt domes are natural vaults, stable for over 100 million years and will remain 

so in the future. Salt domes are hermetically sealed off from the outside world – nothing can get 

in, nothing can get out. These properties are ideal for keeping radioactive waste out of our 

biosphere forever – out of our atmosphere and our habitat.”350  

Because of these requirements, the DWK and federal government sought “a suitable salt 

dome, in which radioactive waste material can be safely stored…” and after years of searching, 

an ideal location existed “in Lower Saxony” where “there are salt dome formations that are 

suitable for an integrated waste disposal center.”351 These conditions were not unprecedented. 

The booklet detailed that the salt mines at Gorleben had a similar composition to the mines in 

Asse II, a smaller network of salt mines in the town of Wolfenbüttel in the same state. Despite 

being much smaller in size, the DWK stated that “radioactive waste has been stored in the Asse 

II salt mine near Wolfenbüttel for many years and a series of successful tests confirm that this 

method is safe.”352 The booklet also sought to demystify the idea of nuclear waste by providing 

pictures of stored nuclear waste in its barrels covered in concrete in a salt dome for the readers 

(Figure 3). Nuclear waste was caricatured by the anti-nuclear movement as irradiated or glowing 

material but the DWK’s booklet showed the concrete barrels being buried as a regular task that 
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did not even require special protection from the forklift operator.353 While this was a gross 

exaggeration of how casually one could be dressed when moving nuclear waste, the DWK’s tone 

was clearly aimed at reducing worry and normalizing a casual approach to nuclear waste.  

 

 
Figure 9: B102_194415_9: “Deutschland braucht Kernenergie”, 6. 

 

The last element the DWK sought to emphasize about the importance of the Gorleben 

center was the economic benefits it would bring to the region. The booklet emphasized that 

energy infrastructure would offer guaranteed employment and provide over “3,600 secure and 

well-paid jobs” during the construction period and for the foreseeable future.354 Furthermore, the 

federal government had promised tax breaks in the amount of “several hundreds of millions of 

Deutsche Marks,” and “when the plant is up and running, the tax revenue will far exceed this 

sum. Where a lot of money is earned, a lot of money is invested.”355 
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In closing, the DWK asked residents to voice their concerns and to ask questions. They 

acknowledged that “this brochure only touches on the subject, it is too complex to answer all 

your questions in just a few pages… But we don’t want a monologue. We are looking for a 

dialogue with you. A factual one, which alone will help us to discuss the pros and cons 

reasonably. Therefore, a final request: write to us, ask us. As often and whenever you want… we 

will answer every question on the matter.”356 The DWK, in partnership with Matthöfer’s 

Citizen’s Dialogue on Nuclear Energy media campaign, sought to quell any fears about nuclear 

waste and to replace the potentially fearful unknowns with images and explain that many of 

these fears were being exaggerated.  

In conjunction with the DWK’s efforts, the Federal Ministry for Research and 

Technology took two important actions during the summer of 1977 to control the public 

narrative. First, in July, Matthöfer and the Ministry for Research and Technology published a 

series of books titled Arguments in the Energy Discussion (Argumente in der Energiediskussion) 

which discussed different reactor models, their pros and cons, and the safety efforts that the 

federal government was taking in order to prioritize civilian safety. In one of the first booklets, 

Fast Breeder: Pros and Cons, Matthöfer outlined that “This series is intended to provide 

information on issues related to the use of nuclear energy. The aim is to make it clear that the 

pros and cons of nuclear energy must be seen in an overall energy, economic and socio-political 

context. The relationships between economic growth, energy supply and job security, the role of 

citizens' initiatives in a democracy, alternative energy policy concepts, energy demand and 

energy demand research are some of the topics that will be covered in the following volumes.”357 
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As part of this publication series, Matthöfer authorized the publication of a series of reports that 

amounted to a full 450-pages regarding the safety of the nuclear energy program in West 

Germany and the importance of the reprocessing center. In one of the first publications A The 

newspaper Handelsblatt reported that “in the 450-page document, the federal government argues 

that the safety issues can be regarded as resolved. A compilation of all 150 or so accidents in 

nuclear facilities in Germany since 1965 shows that even serious accidents could be safely 

controlled by the interaction of safety equipment and, where necessary, by the intervention of 

experienced and operating personnel.”358 Matthöfer himself declared that “the public is not 

endangered” and that “during the 12-year period and beyond, no accidents or other incidents 

occurred that would require the safety of nuclear reactors to be fundamentally compromised.”359 

Furthermore, the regulations that the West German government had put into place extended to 

the proposed reprocessing and long-term storage facility.360 He assured the public that the high 

safety standards in place for reactors would also be in place for the Gorleben site and that “the 

strict licensing and supervisory procedures” meant that “fuel cycle is technically and safely 

feasible.”361  

Lastly, in September, Matthöfer allocated more than 1 million DMs to the “share of 

administrative costs” dedicated to publishing the DWK’s booklet and inviting experts to conduct 

workshops in Gorleben to quell any concerns for the upcoming year.362 By the end of 1976, the 

federal government, alongside the DWK and Lower Saxony’s state government, selected the site 
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at Gorleben essential for Schmidt’s nuclear program to store long-term waste, close its nuclear 

fuel cycle, and secure  the future of West Germany’s nuclear energy program. 

An Energy Crisis on the Horizon 

The state-court-ordered moratoriums issued in early 1977 made the Gorleben long-term 

storage site essential to any domestic nuclear energy program in West Germany. Despite this 

setback, Schmidt’s Nuclear Cabinet and Nuclear council recommended utilizing the following 

year to internationalize the nuclear program and export reactor parts and expertise until the plant 

at Gorleben could be constructed. As discussed in the previous chapter, this stop-gap measure 

brought in more than $80 billion dollars in trade revenue for the Federal Republic in 1978 and 

kept the domestic supply chain producing reactor parts. But internationalizing the program also 

created a tense environment on the world stage as U.S. President Jimmy Carter raised questions 

around nuclear proliferation. Furthermore, domestic political parties were forming in West 

Germany with anti-nuclear platforms, but news also arrived that signaled Schmidt’s international 

pivot was now only a temporary solution. 

On February 2, 1979, Dr. Hermann Schmitz-Wenzel, the chair of Schmidt’s Nuclear 

Council, received a concerning letter and report from Dr. Werner Rudloff, the Head of Nuclear 

Energy and Public Affairs department at Kraftwerk Union (KWU), West Germany’s largest 

nuclear energy corporation. Rudloff noted that he was aware the Nuclear Council had a meeting 

scheduled for February 7 and wanted the Chancellor and council to be aware of the concerning 

energy supply projections that KWU’s experts had calculated.363 While KWU had benefitted 

from the large export orders from Schmidt’s decision to internationalize the program in 1977 and 
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1978, domestic energy needs were rising, and there had not been any completed nuclear reactors 

in the previous three years to meet demand. Rudloff’s report noted that while there were eight 

new reactors under construction before the moratorium, there was no date set for when they 

would begin contributing to the grid.364   

The report continued with concerning projections stating that they could not count on 

these power plants operating in time and therefore, the next six years could be broken into three 

phases: “Phase 1, which will last until around 1980: We are living with a slight [energy] surplus 

of capacity, which will peak at 5 to 6 thousand megawatts. Phase 2, shortly after 1980, we will 

face a phase of beginning to fall short of the necessary operating reserve. Phase 3, around 1985, 

the power supply will no longer be fully guaranteed at all times and outages will become likely 

[emphasis added].”365 Rudloff’s report was the first serious warning for the Schmidt government 

that West Germany faced energy shortages as early as the next year if the domestic nuclear 

construction moratorium could not be resolved.  

While the report noted that phase two and three could be shifted back by a year 

depending on economic growth and the need for increasing energy, Rudloff laid out the risks if 

this was not addressed. He continued:  

What is decisive is that we are facing an electricity supply crisis [emphasis added]; this does 

not mean that the lights will go out in our country, as is so often claimed, but that we will 

have to contend with the kind of shortages that are commonplace in many countries around 

the world. Accustomed to a reliable and affordable supply of electrical energy at all times, we 

cannot imagine how this might affect our daily lives. For example, there is one thing we don't 

usually think about: that we will have to work shifts again to equalize electricity consumption 

at peak times - question: will people do this?366 
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Rudloff and his team’s projections were predicting that if the energy supply was not secured, 

drastic measures, such as work shifts organized around energy consumption, would need to be 

considered. This crisis would also be problematic for Schmidt’s government as 1980 was a 

federal election year. Rudloff’s report did not just focus on the developing domestic crisis, 

however, as he then turned to the growing nuclear energy capabilities of nations like France, and 

the U.S.  

 Rudloff stressed that exporting nuclear technology was no longer going to offer the 

benefits it had in the previous years. While West Germany experienced a boon in selling reactors 

or expertise, competition was growing. France was gaining ground on the West German 

companies. Rudloff elaborated that in recent years, “the French company Framatome… has 

developed into one of the leading construction companies… In addition, France can use its 

position as a nuclear weapons state to its advantage: its industry does not have to submit to IAEA 

and EURATOM controls and is freer in negotiations with recipient countries on safeguards.”367 

Furthermore, the report elaborated that Framatome utilized France’s unique position to sidestep 

safeguards to such a successful degree that “five years ago… Framatome was still in sixth place 

among the nuclear power plant manufacturers in the Western world; today it is in third place, 

ahead of KWU.”368 By 1979, the only companies that were outselling Framatome were the two 

American firms Westinghouse and General Electric.369  

 Another reason Framatome was increasingly successful in carving out more of the energy 

export market was its ability to market a strong domestic nuclear energy program in France. The 

report explained that “the French reactor industry can point to a strong domestic program in its 
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export efforts. The construction of nuclear power plants in its own country is the strongest 

argument in the export market. You can’t export what you can’t build in your own country… In 

the last three years, 18 new plants have been commissioned in France, compared with only one 

in Germany.”370 Because of this strong domestic program, in conjunction with its ability to 

sidestep the international safeguards, “France will be able to quickly catch up on the backlog of 

experience that existed at the beginning of the 1970s compared to the KWU.”371 Despite these 

recent developments, Rudloff and his team argued that West German reactors were still 

internationally recognized as “outstanding” and that they still had a significant lead on expertise 

and construction experience.372 The answer, according to Rudloff and his KWU experts, to solve 

the domestic energy supply crisis and to remain internationally competitive was to break the 

domestic logjam by beginning construction on the reprocessing and long-term storage site. In 

other words, the Gorleben project could not be delayed any longer. 

 Rudloff’s emphasis on finishing the construction site at Gorleben demonstrated its 

importance in solving brewing foreign and domestic nuclear energy problems. The report bluntly 

stated, “the earliest possible realization of the German waste management concept through the 

start of construction in Gorleben is of great importance in terms of energy policy for the further 

development of nuclear energy in the Federal Republic of Germany.”373 Building the site at 

Gorleben offered a multitude of benefits for the West German economy. The report explained 

that when West Germany could reprocess and store its own waste, it would free up its reliance on 

“foreign reprocessing plants, which would allow a lot of money to be spent on creating German 
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jobs… or at least [offer] an improvement of the German negotiating position.”374 Completion of 

the site would also create more domestic jobs in the construction of more nuclear reactors and 

their regular operations that were currently frozen until long-term waste could be dealt with.375  

Lastly, the Rudloff Report emphasized that West Germany would also be able to make 

money from offering its reprocessing services to other nations. Specifically, budding nuclear 

energy programs in Argentina, Brazil, Yugoslavia, and South Korea had expressed interest in 

reprocessing services.376 Therefore, Rudloff proposed “the aim should be to begin setting up the 

construction site for the construction of the… storage facility before the end of 1979 or, if 

necessary, in the first half of 1980, at the same time as erecting the fencing around the entire site 

and thus securing it from the point of view of property protection.”377 Overall, Rudloff’s KWU 

report reveals the developing domestic energy supply problems and the increasing competition 

on the international market. The Gorleben site offered solutions for the way forward and Rudloff 

urged Schmitz-Wenzel to relay these concerns to Schmidt and the other experts on the council. 

Five days later, the council would receive these concerns and take actions to prioritize the 

construction at Gorleben. 

On February 7, 1979, Schmidt’s Nuclear Council convened a meeting to review the 

progress of West Germany’s nuclear energy program. After five years of considerable effort, 

Volker Hauff, the Minister of Research and Technology, reported that West Germany had “16 

reactors in operation with a total output of 9600 MW [Megawatts]. Nuclear energy contributed 

about 10.2% to gross electricity in the previous year.”378 Schmidt and the council were then 
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informed by Schmitz-Wenzel, that the “moratorium has not yet led to capacity problems only 

because of the lower electricity consumption growth rates… it is important to note that an 

additional eight nuclear power plants under construction with a total of around 8500 MWs are 

completed” but these reactors and an additional four under construction were “being stopped by 

the courts.”379 Because of these legal delays, “it is therefore likely that the 24,000 MW forecast 

by the [Ministry for Research and Technology] institutes for 1985 will not be reached.”380 

Schmitz-Wenzel stressed that until the West German government could meet the state courts of 

Schleswig-Holstein and Nordrhine-Westfallen’s demands for secure long-term storage site for 

nuclear waste, the domestic situation would continue to be delayed. 

On the international market, West Germany’s initial surge as a nuclear energy leader was 

also beginning to change and German jobs were now at risk. As chair, Schmitz-Wenzel echoed 

the Rudloff Report, stating that the “German industry has succeeded in gaining an impressive 

position in the global competition and breaking away from the technological dominance of 

American manufacturers. However, the export opportunities of our industry appear to be worse 

today.”381 He postulated a few reasons, such as the German reactors being “20% more expensive 

than the world competition due to the higher safety standards”, the “reduction of nuclear energy 

programs abroad, for example in Spain or Iran”, or increased competition from the French, 

British, Canadian, or American companies entering the market.382 But overall, the market and its 

returns were not as abundant as in the previous years.  
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Schmitz-Wentzel notified the council that this loss in market share was not just a matter 

of losing revenue but could have major domestic consequences. He explained that “the situation 

for the two German reactor manufacturers KWU [Kraftwerk Union] and BBR [Babcock-Brown 

Boveri Reactor Company] has deteriorated significantly. Until a few months ago, there was still 

hope that the loss of German orders could be compensated for by orders from abroad.… If this 

trend cannot reversed soon, the German reactor industry is likely to be under severe pressure. 

[emphasis added]”383 More specifically, KWU employed more than 14,000 people in the nuclear 

energy export sector and BBR employed around 720.384 In addition to these direct employees, 

there were also more than 700 companies involved in these orders. Schmitz-Wentzel elaborated 

that “a shortage of these orders would lead to redundancies, a loss of know-how, and would very 

quickly have a negative impact on the competitiveness of the German nuclear energy 

industry.”385  

Schmitz-Wentzel presented the solution, building the site at Gorleben and breaking the domestic 

logjam. Furthermore, the chair informed the Nuclear Council that West Germany risked being 

surpassed as a nuclear leader if they did not continue the domestic program. Again, echoing the 

Rudloff Report, he stated “in France, 18 new nuclear power plants have been commissioned in 

the last 3 years!”386 Therefore, the foreign export option to keep the domestic nuclear industry 

afloat was slowly disappearing. Schmitz-Wenzel stressed that because of this developing reality 

the site at Gorleben was of prime importance. He concluded his remarks stating, “this makes the 

political support of the German [nuclear] industry by the federal government and, above all, the 

speedy implementation of our own – domestic – nuclear energy program all the more 
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important.”387 Schmidt agreed with their assessment and the council voted to move ahead “in 

earnest” with the construction at Gorleben.388  

The Clash at Gorleben Begins and Albrecht Balks 

Within a week of the government’s decision to publicly move forward with the 

reprocessing center, anti-nuclear activists mobilized, and local farmers in the region turned out 

en masse. On February 23, Die Zeit reported that a convoy of farmers, citizens, and anti-nuclear 

protestors “have invited themselves to Lower Saxony's Minister President Albrecht to announce 

their objections to the planned nuclear reprocessing plant in Gorleben.”389 Furthermore, the 

newspaper described the convoy saying “several thousand… of the farmers and citizens of 

Lüchow-Dannenberg district were on tractors, pony carts, children’s carts, roller skates, and on 

horseback and on foot on the country road. Rough letters on the unfolded cardboard box on the 

front loader of a tractor announced the destination of the procession: ‘Albrecht, we are 

coming!’”390  

Schmidt and Albrecht had anticipated pushback from the local population as leaders from 

the community had called for an independent commission to carry out an investigating hearing 

evaluating the risks and benefits of building this reprocessing center.391 Despite these concerns, 

both Albrecht and Schmidt insisted that an independent commission was not necessary as the 

government and the DWK had carried out years of tests, dismissed the recommendation, and 

considered the matter settled. But as Die Zeit reported, “until last Sunday, nobody really 
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suspected that Wendish farmers could be brought out in larger numbers to protest against the 

authorities. After all, resistance to ‘those up there’ is not exactly a tradition in this part of Lower 

Saxony.”392  

The sheer number of protestors came as a shock to Albrecht and the state government and 

caused concern within the state CDU party leadership because “the vast majority [of protestors] 

have so far been loyal CDU voters.”393 In a move that drew sharp controversary, Albrecht also 

ordered 100 prison cells to be cleared in the Gorleben area to arrest any violent protestors.394 Die 

Zeit reported that local protestors took this as an indication that police officers were eager to 

arrest members of the crowds or respond with violence to their demands.395 The CDU governed 

alone with a majority in Lower Saxony and did not want to risk losing voters because of 

Schmidt’s SPD-FDP government. Upsetting these voters risked them having to form a coalition 

government in the next state election.  

Therefore, at the end of February, after facing pressure from voters and members of his 

state party, Albrecht agreed that he would allow for the establishment of a state-parliamentary 

“Gorleben Commission” to assess the questions of nuclear waste and its risk to quell fears.396 

The Gorleben Commission was chaired by the CDU representative from Lüchow-Dannenberg, 

Kurt-Dieter Grill. Grill was a lifelong member of the CDU but was a staunch supporter of 

nuclear energy and this suggests that Albrecht was eager to move forward with construction as 

well but was taking actions to provide exculpation if voters pressed him on not listening to their 

demands. Grill also welcomed the construction of the nuclear reprocessing and waste repository 
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site for the jobs and income it would bring to his region.397 Grill sought to move quickly and 

scheduled the commission’s meetings to take place over the course from March 28 to April 3. 

The Gorleben Commission would invite 25 pro-nuclear energy experts and 25 anti-nuclear 

experts to testify publicly and address major themes of nuclear energy before preparing a final 

report for Minister-President Albrecht to decide on the fate of Gorleben.398  

In his effort to recruit prominent pro- and anti- nuclear energy experts, Grill invited major 

figures from both camps to testify for the commission. In particular, the Gorleben Commission 

wanted to hear directly from the Schmidt government and invited Schmidt’s Minister of 

Research and Technology, Volker Hauff, and the Minister of the Interior, Gerhart Baum, to 

testify.399 Shockingly, however, Hauff “cancelled and only agreed to an appointment in Bonn” 

and “Baum… according to Grill, did not even reply.”400 Die Zeit reported that Grill pointedly 

explicated their absence was perhaps “because federal ministers do not like to travel to the 

provinces - apart from for meals - or because the inviting host is a CDU politician, the 

impression is that Hauff and Baum do not think much of being close to the people in this 

particular case.”401 Hauff himself suggested in an interview 44 years later that by 1979, he was 

increasingly becoming unconvinced of the government’s ability to promise safety with nuclear 

energy and his decision here reflects that mindset.402  
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From the anti-nuclear camp, Grill received an affirmative from Dr. Carl Friedrich von 

Weizsäcker, one of the most well-respected nuclear physicists in the world.403 Weizsäcker had 

personally wrote a letter to Schmidt in February 1977 offering to chair an independent 

commission to investigate the safety and viability of nuclear energy as protests began to grow 

across the nation.404 Schmidt and the Nuclear Council ultimately rejected his request as it was 

decided that a nuclear committee being declared four years into the program could be portrayed 

as reckless, nevertheless, two years later, Weizsäcker now found himself as a major figure in the 

upcoming Gorleben commission. 

 With the Gorleben Commission scheduled to begin on March 28, tens of thousands of 

protestors descended upon the village in the weeks leading up to the testimonies.405 Schmidt and 

the Nuclear Council wanted to keep the narrative focused on the question of nuclear waste rather 

than the potential violence that could break out and issued a press release.406 Klaus Bölling, 

Schmidt’s government spokesman, read the release on the floor of the Bundestag, stating “in 

accordance with the resolutions of the German Bundestag… the Federal government considers 

the limited expansion of nuclear energy to be justifiable, while maintaining the option for the 

peaceful use of nuclear energy, if safe operation and disposal are guaranteed.”407 Bölling 

explained that this decision was not made rashly and that after “many years of research and 
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developmental work, the federal government has developed an integrated waste management 

concept” that guaranteed safety standards.408 

Schmidt’s government offered a detailed explanation for how it had arrived at this 

decision. First, it explained the concept of nuclear waste and why a disposal center was needed, 

stating “the aim of waste disposal is to safely dispose of radioactive residues from nuclear power 

plants as well as from research facilities and hospitals. Disposal is a task in in the interests of a 

state as a whole.”409 Furthermore, Schmidt’s government clarified the decision as being in line 

with the Atomic Energy Act and that the Bundestag’s passage and revision of the law in 1977 

“obliged the federal government to construct and operate the necessary facilities for final 

disposal.”410 It then turned to explain that Gorleben was chosen because it offered “suitable 

geological conditions for the final disposal [of waste] and was only available in Lower 

Saxony.”411 Additionally, the brief stressed that the federal government was working in 

conjunction with Albrecht, stating “the state government of Lower Saxony has pre-selected the 

site; the federal government has approved this pre-selection.”412 

The brief then closed with a criticism of any anticipated violence or protests. Schmidt’s 

government stressed that “Lower Saxony is performing a task here that is in the interests of the 

state. The federal government will emphatically support the state of Lower Saxony in its task of 

preserving the civil liberties of its citizens, maintaining public safety and order and carrying out a 

procedure in accordance with the rule of law.”413 Like the previous protests, Schmidt was also 

briefed by the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution (Bundesamt für 

 
408 Ibid., 12. 
409 Ibid., 14. 
410 Ibid. 
411 Ibid., 15. 
412 Ibid., 15. 
413 Ibid., 16. 



186 
 

Verfassungsschutz -- BfV) that far-left activists sought to utilize the anti-nuclear movement to 

create violence and havoc with the unrest Gorleben was causing.  

In particular, the BfV briefed Schmidt that in Gorleben the “DKP [German Communist 

Party] began a campaign [called] “Fight the Bonn Nuclear Program.” It assured the citizens 

initiatives of its support… to reject the use of nuclear energy in principle, because “the 

movement for environmental protection and against the Bonn nuclear program is by nature a 

broad democratic alliance.”414 Furthermore, “left-wing extremist groups” had played a role in the 

“trek to Hannover” and the police had already arrested dozens of protestors for attacking police 

in parts of Gorleben. The BfV claimed this violence had been instigated by the members of the 

“New Left.”415 The report continued, “Groups of ‘New Left’ and orthodox communists 

intensified their efforts to develop the environmental movement into a broad ‘anti-capitalist mass 

movement’…. Together with supporters of… the ‘New Left’, militant opponents of nuclear 

power directed their actions primarily against the test drilling in Gorleben and carried out several 

acts of violence.”416 With more violence anticipated, Schmidt and the Nuclear Council agreed to 

send federal police but turned to address the violence in their press release. 

Schmidt’s press release echoed similar language to how he addressed the nation when 

protests broke out between anti-nuclear activists and federal and state police units at Brokdorf in 

1977. There was a direct message to those who would show up to protest. Bölling addressed  

“those who want to prevent these boreholes or are opposed to the proper clarification about 

whether Gorleben is a suitable site or not…. The Federal Government appeals to all citizens to 
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uphold the rules of our democratic constitutional state and to reject any form of violence and 

breach of the law, even when it comes to the discussion of controversial views on the waste 

disposal center.”417 Overall, Schmidt’s government wanted to resume with the original plan but 

ultimately the construction at Gorleben was delayed. Construction would have to wait for the 

Gorleben Commission before proceeding. In the meantime, West German media outlets provided 

major coverage of the protests as the question of nuclear waste became a national conversation. 

On March 26, 1979, Der Spiegel devoted an entire edition to the developing nuclear 

energy debate with headline “Marching into the Nuclear State? (Abmarsch in den Atomstaat?- 

Figure 1)418 The title alone was a reference to the anti-nuclear activist Robert Jungk’s book The 

Atomic State (Der Atomstaat). Jungk’s book hypothesized that nuclear energy would require a 

constant police apparatus to protect national secrets surrounding nuclear energy and effectively 

lead to another fascist state. There had been severe pushback against Jungk’s thesis and nations 

like France and the U.S. operated as democracies with nuclear energy. Regardless, in the view of 

supporters of nuclear power, Der Spiegel’s decision to use this rhetoric reflected the inclination 

of anti-nuclear activists to resort to fear-based hypotheticals rather than the facts and debates 

among nuclear scientists and engineers surrounding nuclear energy and waste. While terms like 

“the Atomic State” or “Nuclear Fascist” had been the rhetoric of fringe anti-nuclear actors in 

1977, major media outlets, such as Der Spiegel were now using this rhetoric to characterize the 

debate in 1979.  
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The rhetoric in this edition of Der Spiegel dramatically depicted the decisions 

surrounding the nuclear waste site as crucial in “the battle for nuclear power.”419 The leading 17-

page article, entitled “Gorleben: The Age of Fear?”, set the stage at Gorleben in the lead up to the 

Commission stating:  

Will Gorleben as one Bonn parliamentarian believes, ‘change our democracy’? Will it, as 

the leaders of the citizen protesters say, cause the republic ‘the most serious shocks of the 

post-war period?’ One thing is certain: this waste disposal center brings a new, explosive 

quality to the dispute over nuclear power. The largest, perhaps also the most dangerous 

German industrial project leaves no alternative: into the nuclear state.420 

The language here lent credence to the idea that Schmidt’s government was pushing West 

Germany’s democracy closer to a police state and portrayed Schmidt as losing control of the 

events in Gorleben as well as his own party. 
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Figure 10: "Marching into the Nuclear State?" Der Spiegel, March 26, 1979. 

 The article gave an explanation about the site and its function as well as the international 

controversary it was creating and the political ramifications for Schmidt. Der Spiegel explained 

that “Gorleben brings a new explosive quality to the battle over nuclear power. It is the inevitable 

consequence of an energy policy that is one-sidedly focused on nuclear reactors. Gorleben is 

pointing the way, straight into nuclear energy…” and then shifted to discuss who was pointing 

the Federal Republic down this path.421 In particular, the article highlighted that the Gorleben site 

was so controversial it had turned “experts against other experts, citizens against the authorities, 

and parties against each other and even among themselves.”422 What is also worth noting, 
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however, is that Der Spiegel did not mention the two-year background research process that the 

Schmidt government invested in to assess the site and instead framed this as a tense and rash 

process. 

Der Spiegel then turned to the dissension growing between Schmidt and his cabinet as 

well as the Chancellor and other members of the SPD. The article detailed how Volker Hauff had 

refused to testify at the Gorleben Commission but when he was pressed on this issue in an 

interview, Hauff declared that the clashes in Gorleben look like “a risk of the first order… and 

provides the wrong answer to the question of whether Germany can still manage without nuclear 

power.”423 In response, Schmidt “had his Research minister Volker Hauff, reprimanded” but he 

was not the only member of the SPD openly criticizing Gorleben.424  

The article continued that  Reinhard Ueberhorst, a Bundestag member of the SPD from 

Schleswig-Holstein who had also joined in publicly questioning nuclear energy in the leadup to 

the Brokdorf protests in 1977, was openly worried that Gorleben will “change our 

democracy.”425 The article elaborated that Ueberhorst asked “is there not a greater danger that 

society will march off into a nuclear state with incalculable restrictions on freedom?”, a direct 

reference to the anti-nuclear arguments of Jungk. Ueberhorst’s language increasingly legitimized 

the idea that the nuclear energy debate was a question about West German democracy and not 

simply one about meeting energy needs. Furthermore, it lent credence to the idea that to be pro-

democracy meant one should be anti-nuclear. Consequently, Ueberhorst called for a federal 

Bundestag Enquete Commission, similar to the Gorleben commission, to be established and to 
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create a public conversation to research the future viability of Schmidt’s nuclear energy 

program.426 

 

Figure 11: HIS P 105_1: " Anti-Gorleben-Demonstratlon: .,Rufen Sie es aus in alle Welt." Der Spiegel, March 26, 1979, 32. 

 

Figure 12: HIS P 105_1: " "Streitgespräch in Gorleben" Der Spiegel, March 26, 1979, 36. 

 While Gorleben represented a major opportunity to boost the efforts of the anti-nuclear 

movement, Der Spiegel also noted that a failure at Gorleben represented a huge risk to Schmidt 

in the upcoming election campaign in 1980. The article noted that the “CDU/CSU parties are 
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speculating that they will be able to emotionalize the public in the 1980 election year with the 

catchy topic of nuclear power….”427 The magazine editors also commended Albrecht for his 

political maneuvering in this moment, noting Albrecht “can easily pass all the stalling 

accusations back to Bonn: On the one hand, the federal government recognized the nuclear waste 

problem too late; on the other it was Bonn, not him, who invented the disposal concept; and, 

moreover, the responsibility ultimately lies with the federal government and not with him.”428 

The emphasis here vindicated Schmidt’s concerns with trusting Albrecht and the CDU for such a 

crucial nuclear waste site for his nuclear energy program. Nevertheless, Schmidt’s government 

could not proceed until the Gorleben Commission made its recommendations to Albrecht. 

 Overall, Der Spiegel’s Gorleben edition demonstrated that some major West German 

media outlets were covering the events at Gorleben and relaying them to the public in a tone that 

was critical of the federal government. Der Spiegel used anti-nuclear rhetoric and themes to 

portray the events as dramatically as “the battle in Gorleben.” The magazine also portrayed 

Schmidt’s efforts to get his nuclear reprocessing and long-term storage site as a serious 

blunder.429 The clashes at the cite caused an open rift between the Chancellor and his Minister of 

Research and Technology. SPD Bundestag members, such Ueberhorst, were calling for 

committees to research the viability of nuclear energy going forward.  

For readers of Der Spiegel, Schmidt’s government appeared to have lost control of the 

events in Gorleben. Schmidt now faced challenges in his party and in his cabinet on the issue. 

For Schmidt and his pro-nuclear allies, securing the site at Gorleben was of the utmost 

importance to complete the nuclear energy cycle, secure domestic nuclear energy jobs, and allow 
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West Germany to meet its energy needs for the foreseeable future. But his luck would not hold, 

however, as news of reactor meltdown in a small Pennsylvanian town at Three Mile Island 

appeared to vindicate the fears of anti-nuclear activists.   

Three Mile Island and Protests Crowds Out the Gorleben Commission 

 On March 28, 1979, all eyes turned to Lower Saxony and the opening of the Gorleben 

Commission. Spectators from West Germany and abroad were eager to see how this commission 

would address the safety question of the proposed nuclear waste long-term storage and 

reprocessing site. Nature, one of the most prestigious multidisciplinary science and 

environmental journals based in the United States, published a piece called “West Germany: 

eyeball to eyeball over nuclear fuel reprocessing.”430 Judy Redfearn, an editor of the journal, 

noted that “twenty-five expert nuclear critics, 20 of them from outside West Germany, will face 

25 nuclear supporters in a ‘round table’ discussion: an audience of 200 will listen in.”431 News of 

the Gorleben hearings were eagerly being followed but as the first day proved to be procedural in 

introducing all the experts and the format for the discussion, events in Pennsylvania were 

transpiring that would dominate the discussion at the Gorleben hearing and following months. 

 On March 29, The New York Times reported a nuclear accident had transpired outside of 

Harrisburg and that events at Three Mile Island were “described as the worst ever at an American 

nuclear generating plant.”432 While officials at the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) were 

still not certain about what caused the issue, what was known was that radiation had leaked into 

the surrounding area through steam, and there had been a problem with the air filtration system. 
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The article continued that when a problem with the air filtration system became apparent, 

workers at the plant attempted to shut down the core reactor by flooding the core with water to 

cool it down.433 When they attempted to do this, however, the process was done incorrectly, and 

“the emergency cooling system was turned off prematurely, resulting in a partial blockage of 

water needed to cool the nuclear core and keep it under control.”434  

While the reactor had a backup pump to flood the core with water, in the time it took to 

activate the backup system, the core temperature dramatically increased, and pressure continued 

to build up in the reactor core.435 If the pressure could not be relieved, there could be an 

explosion, not like that of a nuclear bomb, but one that could cause a fire to the plant’s structure 

and release huge amounts of radiation into the surrounding environment. The solution was to 

relieve pressure by releasing steam from the core, but the steam itself was incredibly radioactive. 

The manager of the plant, Jack Herbein, explained that “because of the dangerous build up plant 

officials released some of the steam through the ventilation system.”436 While the pressure on the 

core had been controlled and relieved to prevent a meltdown, the workers in the plant had been 

exposed to levels of radiation that numbered at “5000 and 6000 roentgens – more than ten times 

the lethal level.”437 Shockingly, the United States, a leader in nuclear energy technology, had 

come dangerously close to a nuclear reactor meltdown and released a large amount of radiation 

into the surrounding environment. 
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 When news of the accident at Three Mile Island reached Bonn, Schmidt was in Brazil on 

a state visit and had planned a tour of diplomatic visits through South and Central America. He 

telephoned in for a meeting with his cabinet and was assured by one of his advisors, Hans-Jürgen 

Wischnewski, a state minister within the office of the German Chancellery, that he did not need 

to cancel the tour, and the cabinet of ministers would be able to draft a response.438  

On the same day, March 29, Bundestag Representative Reinhard Ueberhorst, the same 

representative who had worried what Gorleben would do to West German democracy, again 

called for the establishment of a formal Enquete Commission on the floor of the Bundestag to 

research and “outline future nuclear energy policy from ecological, economic, social and safety 

points of view and to prepare recommendations for appropriate decisions.”439 Ueberhorst 

promised that if selected as chair, this would not be a “backroom commission” and that he 

wanted a public and “more objective discussion.”440 Ueberhorst wanted seven MPs (3 SPD, 3 

CDU, and 1 FDP) and eight energy or ecological experts to make up the committee. With the 

unprecedented nature of the Three Mile Island Accident fresh in their minds, the Bundestag 

voted unanimously in favor of establishing the Enquete Commission with him as the chair.  

While this news was developing, Kurt-Dieter Grill, the chair of the Gorleben 

Commission, decided to proceed with the Gorleben Hearings and sought to keep the format in 

place rather than letting the hearings turn into a discussion solely about Three Mile Island. The 

federal government would later print the content of these hearings in a special magazine 

discussing “the issue of nuclear waste.”441 There were five major topics that Grill wanted to 

address with the commission regarding the Gorleben site: The dangers of reprocessing spent 
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nuclear fuel, how dangerous long-term disposal was, how great were the risks to the surrounding 

environment, radiation rates and their ability to cause cancer, and whether this really put West 

Germany “on the path to the Nuclear State?”442 Grill formatted the hearing so that each day, pro 

and contra sides would present their answers to the proposed themes and from there, the 

committee would take note. They would not present a public report but instead provide their 

findings to Albrecht, for the final decision regarding the Reprocessing and Long-term storage 

site.443 While there were 200 members of the public allowed to attend, many of the seats were 

reserved for local government or federal government officials, or for industrialists directly 

connected to the construction site.  

Rather than an exciting political debate full of quips, the debates between experts in 

Gorleben quickly became bogged down in testing specifics, differences in calculations, and 

minute details that only experts would understand. On the day that was devoted to analyzing the 

construction site’s environmental risk to the surrounding area, the expert for the pro-nuclear side 

was Dr. Wolfgang Hübschmann, the Director of the Safety Department at the Karlsruhe Nuclear 

Research Center, against anti-nuclear advocate Dr. Jean Paul Schapira, a French nuclear physicist 

at the Nuclear Physics Institute (Institut de Physique Nuclearie) in Orsay, France.444 

Hübschmann discussed that in a study he ran, he analyzed the levels of iodine-129, a radioactive-

isotope that can be absorbed in the body from man-made radiation, found in the milk of animals 

that would live near the site if all safety operations were operating normally. Hübschmann and 

his team studied the iodine content of “goats, rabbits, deer, and wild boar,” and their results 

showed that the milk and soil in their measurements “were on the safe side” for iodine levels.445 
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In contrast, Schapira argued that there was a miscalculation based on the standard 

measurement for radiation levels and the levels were in fact higher than was acceptable. Schapira 

contended that instead of using the guidelines provided by the West German government 

regarding average exposure of radiation, using the most recent guidelines issued by the United 

Nations’ Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation would indicate that “the 

general average of radiation works in reprocessing plants is 1200 millirem per year… your 

average is about 500 per year.”446 Furthermore, Schapira argued that a better analysis would be 

gathered by using iodine-131 rather than iodine-129 and argued that the filter used in 

Hübschmann’s test could skew the results. Ultimately, there was no resolution but there were 

many other debates as well. 

Another hearing was dedicated to discussing the question of risks for nuclear waste 

disposal and whether current practices to safely contain these risks for thousands of years would 

suffice. Professor Roger Linneman, a radiologist at the University of Pennsylvania, argued that 

the technology and safety measures in place in modern reactors and disposal sites were adequate 

considering anti-nuclear concerns. In contrast, Dr. Friedrich Mauthe, a geologist at the Institute 

for Geology and Paleontology at the University of Hanover and an expert who had written his 

dissertation on the geological composition of the Gorleben salt domes, argued in contrast to 

Linneman’s assessment.447 Linneman’s arguments were rooted in showcasing that the plan at 

Gorleben was built on decades or previous research rather than something new or revolutionary. 

He contended that:  

today’s experience with geological disposal in salt domes has been gained with the 

American facility in Lyons, Kansas, and with the newer facility in the Asse mine in 

Germany. The Germans have stored more than 100,000 barrels of low-level waste in Asse 
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and more than 1000 barrels of intermediate-level waste and have not encountered any 

technical difficulties so far.448 

 

Linneman’s statements contended that the necessary research in the lead up to Gorleben had been 

analyzed but like all projects, there could be new variables that developed once ground was 

broken on the construction site. Nevertheless, he concluded his testimony stating, “contrary to 

our critics, we believe that the summarized research that has been conducted worldwide already 

provides an adequate technical basis for safe disposal and that where scientific uncertainty exists, 

it can be addressed through conservative engineering design.”449  

When it was Mauthe’s turn to retort, he emphasized the importance of how one should 

feel about the risks associated with Gorleben’s salt domes and the consequences of what could 

go wrong with nuclear waste. In particular, he focused on Linneman’s notion that “salt domes are 

stable” and countered that this belief in stability was nice, “if you don’t fall victim to one of the 

rather tragic and terrible accidents [a collapsing salt dome] that also naturally occur here, such as 

the one that happened last year in Sarstedt, where a group of tourists fell victim to such an 

accident.”450 When he concluded his testimony, he stressed:  

we cannot get far enough away from this feeling of safety of salt domes, precisely 

because this feeling often leads to the use of the terms, experience, stability, and safety. If 

an accident occurs in normal salt mining, a rock mechanical accident, a water ingress, 

possibly the sinking of a mine, then the consequences are bad and expensive, but they are 

limited and calculable and, as far as life is not included in such an accident, they are 

usually repairable. In the case of a final disposal mine in salt, where the same accidental 

circumstances would apply, we would initially have the same consequences, but in 

addition further consequences which could be unlimited, which are incalculable and 

which will be irreparable.451 
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The discussion in this instance was again centered around what experts predicted and understood 

against how one should feel about the risks associated with nuclear energy.  

 The last hearing was dedicated to answering the question about whether a state with 

nuclear power was “on its way to the way to a nuclear state?”452 The inclusion of this theme 

shows just how much Jungk’s book and the anti-nuclear argument that a nuclear energy state 

would eventually lead to an anti-democratic police state had permeated the public consciousness 

on the question of nuclear energy. The experts who argued that this was plausible were Dr. 

Amory Lovins, a physicist and professor at the University of California – Berkley and Paul 

Sieghart, a lawyer who served as an advisor to the British government on questions of data 

protection and national security. In contrast, Dr. Wolfgang Stoll, an engineer and the Managing 

Director of ALKEM, a nuclear fuel processing company argued against this police state notion 

and instead argued that international networks were already in place in which nations 

collaborated and shared nuclear energy technology. 

 Lovins and Sieghart emphasized that the biggest risk that nuclear energy producing 

nations faced was the creation of plutonium, a key ingredient in the construction of an atomic 

weapon. Furthermore, when uranium was used as the fuel in the energy generating process in a 

reactor, known as nuclear fission, plutonium was created. They argued that “plutonium can be 

misused because of its explosive and toxic properties. This can be done by governments, political 

groups, terrorists, and criminals… Before reprocessing, plutonium is only present in a number of 

controllable, countable fuel rods. However, after reprocessing…. It is easier to steal, and the theft 

is much harder to detect.”453 As a result of the production of plutonium, nations would need to 

create more laws geared towards protecting their nuclear energy technology and guard their 
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safety practices which would reduce transparency within their liberal democratic societies. This 

could also develop on the world stage as well as nations would distrust each other be skeptical to 

share their research or practices for fear of preserving their own domestic energy supply.454 

In contrast, Stoll argued that the opposite scenario had played out and pointed to the 

relationship and high degree of trust between the United States and West Germany in the field of 

nuclear technology. First, Stoll explained that “if it really is the case that just a few kilograms of 

plutonium represent a weapons risk, then we already have that situation today. We have imported 

large quantities of so called nominally peaceful plutonium with seven percent higher isotopes 

from the United States to the tune of 100 Kilograms for crucial experiments as part of the 

program for the peaceful use of nuclear energy.”455 While there had been tensions between the 

United States and West Germany over the question of nuclear proliferation, Stoll emphasized 

that there was a healthy degree of cooperation between the two nations about nuclear technology 

and potentially sensitive materials.  

In terms of domestic concerns, Stoll pointed to the fact that West German democratic 

institutions remained in place despite their nuclear fuel companies operating and creating 

plutonium. This very hearing was proof that the atomic state argument was not accurate. He 

testified that “we also have our own plant that continuously separates plutonium; we have 

already processed one and a half tons of plutonium.”456 The site at Gorleben would certainly 

reprocess more spent nuclear fuel and create more plutonium but Stoll’s argument was that the so 

called “Atomic State” had yet to take hold when West Germany was already producing 

plutonium and thus found the argument incorrect.  
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Overall, the Gorleben Hearings represented a clash of expertise against the fears of risks 

associated with nuclear energy, but they did not provide a definitive answer to this question. 

Many of the testimonies were centered around specific radiation levels or variables that were 

being used within data-driven models. At the same time, however, many of the anti-nuclear 

arguments were driven by fear of what could go wrong rather than empirical reasons. The 

arguments that were critical of Schmidt’s program were so vacuous in specific data that in a 

private letter to Schmidt and his ministers in May 1979, Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker, the 

renowned physicist who was against the government’s nuclear energy program, wrote “on the 

question of long-term technically safe disposal in salt domes, I found the critics' [anti-nuclear] 

arguments decidedly weak… From the point of view of safety, however, it would seem 

permissible to me…by deciding in favor of final disposal in salt domes.”457 Unfortunately for 

Schmidt and his pro-nuclear allies, however, swaying experts was not the only element required 

to move forward with his construction site and the content of the hearings was not easily 

accessible to the public. Instead, the press covered the protests. 

At the same time as many of these testimonies, on March 31, over 100,000 anti-nuclear 

protestors gathered in Hanover to complete the “trek to Hanover” from Gorleben.458 The train of 

protestors had grown as the convoy left Gorleben and was lined with signs stating “Albrecht, we 

are coming” and the infamous “Nuclear Power? No Thanks – Atomkraft? Nein Danke.” But the 

protests in Hannover also signaled the growth of the anti-nuclear movement and the national 

narrative they were constructing that the protests were not isolated but united in their resistance 

to Schmidt’s federal government. For example, tractors showed up with signs that stated “Wyhl 
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greets Gorleben (Wyhl grüßt Gorleben – Figure 7). While the protests remained relatively 

peaceful, once again the national narrative had shifted away from what experts were saying and 

debating at the Gorleben hearings and were now focused on the news of Three Mile Island and 

subsequent massive protests erupting in Hanover. The anti-nuclear movement appeared stronger 

than ever before, bolstered by the unprecedented number of protestors at Hanover who were 

calling for the government to turn away from its proposed plan at Gorleben. The Schmidt 

government officially responded two days later. 

 

Figure 7: Anti–AKW–Demonstration in Hannover gegen die Wiederaufbereitungsanlage (WAA) in Gorleben am 31. März 1979. 
Das Standbild aus einem https://de.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Datei:Wyhl-Gorleben.jpg zeigt ein Fahrzeug mit dem Schild „Whyl 

grüßt Gorleben“ und wurde vor dem Fabrikgebäude des Keksfabrikaten Bahlsen aufgenommen mit Blick auf das Eckgebäude an 
der Rühmkorffstraße. 

 

Members of Schmidt’s Cabinet Try to Steer Away From Nuclear Energy 

On April 2, Klaus Bölling held a press conference in Bonn and read the Schmidt 

government’s official response to the Three Mile Island Accident, which had been drafted by his 

ministers. Schmidt had departed for Brazil for a series of foreign state visits in South America 

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wyhl_am_Kaiserstuhl
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and Central America, and he deferred to his ministers to draft the press release. The West 

German federal government had thus far been able to deduce that “the accident appears to be a 

combination of technical and human error. Due to a mechanical fault… an emergency feed 

system should have started up, but this also failed.”459 Bölling elaborated that the American 

Nuclear Regulatory Commission confirmed that radiation had leaked from the plant but that 

there was no longer any “direct danger of explosion.”460 While the federal government, in 

conjunction with the major West German nuclear reactor companies, would devote more time to 

a detailed report, there were a few things to note regarding reactors in West Germany.  

Bölling explained that overall, West Germany had similar pressurized water reactors, but 

they operated with higher safety standards. He elaborated that “in Germany, a similar reactor is 

being built in Müllheim-Kärlich…. However… in contrast, to the reactor on Three Mile Island, 

the German reactor has a higher safety standard – 4 completely independent coolant systems 

with fewer possibilities for manual intervention.”  

While the West German nuclear reactor construction guidelines had always required 

multiple safety fall backs, the Schmidt government conceded that “technical or human error 

cannot be completely ruled out.”461 Bölling acknowledged that the consequences of the Three 

Mile Island accident on nuclear energy policy could be “considerable,” and Schmidt’s ministers 

were aware that the news could “reinforce the public’s doubts about the safety of nuclear energy, 

which have already been considerably heightened.”462 Most importantly, the press release stated 

that the events of the “accident had led to risks that had not previously come to light [emphasis 

added]” and led to the “realization that long-term storage of spent fuel elements poses greater 

 
459 BArch, 102 194478, “Unfall im Kernkraftwerk ‘Three Mile Island/USA’” (2.4.1979). 1. 
460 Ibid., 3. 
461 Ibid. 
462 Ibid. 



204 
 

problems than recently claimed by the responsible authorities. [emphasis added]”463 While this 

was not a renunciation of the nuclear energy policy, the last line was curious because it was the 

first time that the Schmidt government had openly conceded that its expertise had failed in 

assessing potential safety issues.  

The meeting notes for drafting this press response indicate that a conversation took place 

between Schmidt’s ministers and a press release would be issued within a few days. The official 

meeting notes do not explain what was said or why Schmidt’s government would concede that 

the long-term storage site, which was vital to the nuclear energy project, could include 

unforeseen risks. Less than a week later, Der Spiegel reported a different story; one of Schmidt’s 

ministers, Gerhart Baum, had gone rogue and used the press release to issue his own concerns 

about nuclear energy. 

Focusing on Der Spiegel’s perspective is important because it was one of the most 

prominent publications that was critical of Schmidt’s federal nuclear program. Therefore, it 

provides one of the best perspectives of what anti-nuclear messages were communicated to the 

public outside of anti-nuclear group meetings or rallies. Consequently, on April 9, Der Spiegel’s 

follow up to the Gorleben edition was entirely dedicated to discussing the Three Mile Island 

Accident with a graphic cover and the headline “Nightmare Nuclear Power: After the Harrisburg 

Disaster – (Alptraum Atomkraft: Nach der Reaktor-Katastrophe von Harrsiburg).464 In particular, 

the magazine ran a story called “After Harrisburg, The World has Changed: How Bonn reacted to 

the Accident in the United States”  
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Figure 13: HIS_P_111: “Alptraum Atomkraft: Nach der Reaktor-Katasrophe von Harrisburg” 

The story detailed that in the meeting to draft the West German federal government official 

response, Schmidt’s ministers “clashed in Bonn over the reactor disaster in Harrisburg. On the 

one side was Gerhart Baum, the FDP Interior Minister responsible for environmental protection 

and reactor safety, and on the other…. The liberal [FDP] Economics Minister Otto Graf 

Lambsdorff, responsible for the Federal Republic’s energy supply.”465 The magazine set the 

stage for this meeting, noting “the hydrogen bubble in the reactor pressure vessel [at Three Mile 

Island] achieved what no citizens’ initiative, neither the ‘Greens’ nor the ‘Reds’ had succeeded in 

doing. The Bonn government was suddenly seriously debating what had previously seemed 
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1982. He was one of the FDP leaders who was skeptical of nuclear energy and as Minister of the Interior, was in charge of the 

high level of safety standards for reactor operations. 
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Social-Liberal coalition in 1982. He was a key organizer of the dissolution of the Social-Liberal coalition when he published his 

Lambsdorff Paper which directly conflicted with Schmidt’s economic agenda in 1982. 
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unthinkable: whether the Federal Republic would have to manage without nuclear energy after 

all.”466  

According to Der Spiegel, Minister Baum had received reports from his own experts 

“that Harrisburg could also happen in Germany…. Baum opened the meeting of ministers… with 

a warning, ‘Gentleman, I am not prepared to play down the Harrisburg case.’”467 Once again, 

Der Spiegel was presenting the narrative that the Schmidt cabinet was deeply divided on the 

nuclear energy question, but it went on to explain Baum’s decision to go further than simply 

express concerns in a closed-door meeting. 

 Der Spiegel presented a narrative of what played out over the following days before the 

government’s official press release had been published. In response to Baum’s opening 

statement, Lambsdorff retorted “we don’t intend to do that” before a major debate broke out 

among the ministers. Baum wanted the press release to state that “The accident in Harrisburg has 

led to dangers that were beyond the safety interpretations… and brought us close to dangers 

against which nuclear power plants worldwide are not designed.”468 Lambsdorff and other 

ministers were not pleased with this response, but Baum used the Three Mile Island accident to 

draft a press release that was critical of nuclear energy. Der Spiegel reported that one minister at 

the meeting, who was not named in the article, described Baum’s efforts as paving the way 

rhetorically toward a pivot away from nuclear energy, and it was “no longer a question of 

whether what Baum had formulated was factually correct.”469  

Lambsdorff was eventually able to call for a recess and for the ministers to meet the next 

day. When they reconvened, after many hours of debate, “the Chancellor-less cabinet agreed on 
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the tepid statement ‘that the accident had led to risks that had not previously come to light’… 

and agreed on a range of announcements and conditions… about how seriously Bonn is taking 

the new safety risk.”470 From this, readers of Der Spiegel were to understand that the 

concessionary remarks that were published were already the attenuated version.  

 Der Spiegel then concluded the article discussing Schmidt’s response and the aftermath 

of this press release. Der Spiegel continued that upon reading the press release after its 

publication, “even the toned-down version went too far for Schmidt; he suspected – rightly – that 

Baum was the initiator of the critical undertones.”471 Furthermore, Baum publicly expressed his 

support for Ueberhorst’s Enquete Commission and stressed that the question of “whether the use 

of nuclear energy is indispensable should not be avoided.”472 Baum’s support for Ueberhorst’s 

committee drew sharp criticism from Schmidt, privately, as Der Spiegel noted that “the maverick 

[Baum] has, of course, violated the boundary that the Chancellor has drawn for his ministers.”473 

Publicly, however, Schmidt could not afford to shuffle his cabinet less than a year after he had 

already done so, and Baum was member of the FDP’s executive committee, the SPD’s coalition 

member. Regardless, Schmidt remained undeterred in his support for nuclear energy after the 

Three Mile Island Accident. Der Spiegel concluded with the statement that at a speech in Sao 

Paulo, even after the near disaster, Schmidt declared “nuclear power remains indispensable 

worldwide.”474  

Overall, Der Spiegel’s edition dedicated to Three Mile Island once again portrayed 

Schmidt as losing control of his cabinet and, upon his absence, seeing an unprecedented 

discussion about the future of nuclear energy policy. The meeting minutes for the press release 
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do not reflect the discussion in as much detail as Der Spiegel does, though the roster reflects the 

same ministers attending the meeting as Der Spiegel referenced. Furthermore, this narrative does 

explain why the Schmidt government’s press release offered a concessionary tone when Schmidt 

had been such an adamant champion of nuclear energy prior to the Three Mile Accident and even 

afterwards. Furthermore, while we cannot know what precisely was said at the Ministers’ 

meetings, Der Spiegel reported that the events of Gorleben and Three Mile Island had divided 

Schmidt’s cabinet to such a degree that some ministers were seeking to steer his government 

away from nuclear energy.  

This narrative would not inspire confidence in voters on the complex question of nuclear 

energy. Furthermore, in the aftermath of Three Mile Island, many German voters and even 

politicians were left wondering how West Germany could ensure safety when the U.S., the most 

advanced country in the world in the field of nuclear energy, had failed to do so. Schmidt and his 

pro-nuclear allies would now shift to rebuild public trust in his government’s nuclear energy 

program and awaited the results of the Gorleben Commission and Albrecht’s ultimate decision 

on the reprocessing site. 

 

Schmidt’s Doubles Down while Albrecht Backs Out 

 Upon his return to Bonn, Schmidt and his pro-nuclear allies argued that turning off the 

nuclear grid was economically unfeasible. In early April, Schmidt received a detailed report from 

Lambsdorff, his Minister of Economics, about why a pivot away from nuclear energy would be 

disastrous for the West German economy. West German energy needs could only be met by 

importing large amounts of oil and the shortage of oil due to political unrest in Iran would add an 

immense amount of stress on the West German economy. Overall, Lambsdorff stressed other 
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nations were also not abandoning nuclear energy and West Germany should stay on the nuclear 

energy path. Consequently, the Chancellor, his Nuclear Cabinet, and Nuclear Council moved to 

redirect the narrative back to the pro-nuclear arguments that had been presented at Gorleben, and 

Schmidt utilized this moment to instead call for international collaboration on nuclear safety 

rather than West Germany pursuing its own path to unplug its nuclear energy grid. While he was 

effective in regrouping, the political pressure on Ernst Albrecht and his decision for the Gorleben 

site would deliver Schmidt’s long-term ambitions a serious blow. 

 In the immediate aftermath of Three Mile Island accident, the obvious question in West 

Germany was whether Schmidt should rethink his government’s nuclear energy ambitions? On 

April 2, Lambsdorff, strongly argued that West Germany should stay the course and had a 

detailed report prepared for Schmidt prepared entitled “Consequences for the Power Supply in 

the Federal Republic of Germany”475 This report reinforced many of the Rudloff Report’s 

conclusions and underscored that pivoting away from nuclear energy in this moment was not 

possible.476  

Lambsdorff’s report noted that if the federal government pivoted away from nuclear 

today, “the remaining power plant capacity is sufficient to supply electricity [for 1979]. 

However, nuclear energy would have to be replaced by 15 million tons of coal, i.e. the existing 

coal, oil, and gas-fired power stations would have to be correspondingly more heavily loaded, 

which would inevitably entail a considerably higher use of oil.”477 Lambsdorff noted that 

because of the political unrest in Iran and the reduced supply of oil, prices had jumped almost 

14% in the previous weeks and were expected to rise again. Pivoting to solely coal was also 
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“unrealistic” and this would “mean the construction of new oil-fired power stations and the 

corresponding increasing in the use of oil would be unavoidable, contrary to our “away from oil” 

policy.”478 

Lambsdorff also emphasized if West Germany abandoned nuclear energy, they would be 

doing so alone. Despite the news of Three Mile Island, other nations such as the United States, 

France, the UK were sticking to their nuclear energy ambitions. Therefore, the “effects of 

abandoning nuclear energy on the global energy market would be extremely 

serious…abandoning nuclear energy here would be unthinkable.”479 Despite the Three Mile 

Island Accident, Lambsdorff’s report corroborated many of the Rudloff Report’s conclusions and 

demonstrated to Schmidt that his government could not afford to pivot away from nuclear in this 

moment. Overall, the Chancellor agreed and sent out a memo to call the Nuclear Cabinet 

Committee and Council for a meeting to discuss this report and to regain control over the nuclear 

energy narrative.480  

 A week later, at a meeting with his Nuclear Council, Schmidt announced the steps his 

government had taken to regain public support for nuclear energy. Schmidt had asked the federal 

government to prepare a detailed report that would be presented to the Bundestag regarding what 

precisely had happened at Three Mile Island and what protocols could be put into place in West 

German reactors.481 The members of the Nuclear Council also unanimously agreed with the 

conclusions of Lambsdorff’s report to continue to invest in nuclear energy and now sought to 

figure out what narrative to emphasize that would justify this decision.482  

 
478 Ibid., 2. 
479 Ibid. 
480 Ibid. 
481 BArch, 102 194479, “ Bewertung des Storfalls im KKW Harrisburg - 2. Zwischenbericht des BMI an den Innenausschuss des 

Deutschen Bundestages (6.4.1979), 4. 
482 B72-ZA 123710: “Internationale Zusammenarbeit zur nuklearen Sicherheit - Public Statement about Nuclear Safety after 

Three Mile Island” (30.4.1979). 



211 
 

The result was shifting the focus back toward two developing stories.483 First, Klaus 

Bölling and the Press and Information Office would guide the conversation back to the Gorleben 

Commission, and they would emphasize the arguments of pro-nuclear advocates. Bölling also 

stressed that in addition to the traditional media interviews and newspapers, his office 

recommended supporting weekly journals and to inject humor and satire into their messaging. 

Specifically, Bölling recommended funding a special edition of a satirical journal called 

Kladderdatsch which would be dedicated to the Gorleben Hearings and what was said between 

the experts. The magazine would also include images that would poke fun at “the citizen’s fear of 

the atom” in their effort to offer take a new tone in dealing with the public. (Figure 10). Bölling 

proposed sharing a draft with the Nuclear Council and with a target publication date for 

summer.484  

 

 
Figure 14: B136_10904_12:  "The Citiens Fear of the Atom" Kladderdatsch 
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The second objective was to recharacterize the Three Mile Island accident as an 

opportunity for international collaboration on improving nuclear safety standards across the 

world. The near disaster now afforded an opportunity to “prepare an objective technical and 

analytical study of the safety standards and risks of civilian nuclear facilities, of the tolerable 

limits to such risks and of means of reducing them. All countries interested in nuclear energy 

should be invited to join in such a study.”485 The Chancellor would take the lead on building 

support for this initiative and agreed to appear as the keynote speaker at the upcoming European 

Nuclear Conference at Hamburg and to make international collaboration his theme. 

 A couple weeks later, on May 7, Schmidt put his plan into action at the Second European 

Nuclear Conference, which was sponsored by the European Nuclear Society and EURATOM. 

More than 2500 participants from 30 countries gathered to see Schmidt once again affirm his 

support for nuclear energy but also to try and emphasize the importance of long-term thinking 

and rational discussions in response to nuclear energy critics.486 He began with the important 

reality that in “in 1925, we were taught that there were 2,000 million people on the earth. At the 

end of this century, 75 years on- there will be almost 6,000 million people, three times as 

many…. The world’s energy requirement is rising.”487 Furthermore, he stressed that the 

traditional sources of energy, “oil, coal, and natural gas”, are limited and because of their 

inadequate quantities, “it is my conviction that the option of nuclear energy must be kept 

open!”488  
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The Chancellor acknowledged, however, that “it would be foolish to deny that the 

accident in Harrisburg has greatly impaired the credibility of those who consider nuclear energy 

necessary and justifiable.” Rather than turning away from nuclear energy or making knee-jerk 

reactions, he stressed “at this point, no country should draw decisions rashly; instead, these 

conclusions should be drawn after careful examination preferably on an international basis, i.e. 

jointly.”489 Furthermore, he stressed that tens of thousands of jobs in West Germany and 

hundreds of thousands of jobs globally would suddenly be in question if nations began turning 

off their nuclear energy grids. Fortunately, “as of now no major industrialized country in the 

world, neither in the West nor in the East, has decided on a general shutdown.”490 Turning off 

nuclear energy grids would also upset established treaties and agreements. Schmidt stressed that 

under Article Four of the International Non-Proliferation Treaty, non-nuclear states were 

“guaranteed the right… to apply nuclear energy for peaceful purposes.”491 Doing away with 

nuclear energy would upset the established international agreements so instead, he urged 

collaboration. It is worth noting his economic perspective as he emphasized the interconnected 

nature of the global nuclear energy community and how this would impact jobs and the global 

energy supply.  

The Chancellor then pitched his solution to avoid another Three Mile Island. He declared: 

We need common international technical standards for the safety of nuclear power plants 

and common regulations for personnel training and operation [emphasis added]. I am aware 

that this is an ambitious aim, no less ambitious than that of the worldwide further 

development of ensuring the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons. The scientific dialogue 

and the dialogue between governments on nuclear energy must be worldwide [emphasis 

added]. Even though, in the first instance, governments see the energy supplies for their 

economies, their countries, as a national problem, no country should strive to solve that 

problem under national considerations alone. 
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His solution was one of international collaboration and stressed that the nuclear energy 

producing nations could create better standards together rather than alone. Furthermore, 

Schmidt’s solution sought to integrate West Germany further into an international community of 

nuclear energy nations rather than isolating it to deal with its energy shortage by itself.  

 The Chancellor then connected the Three Mile Island to address a growing trend in West 

Germany, the increasing public distrust in technology. These ideas had gained a large following 

in the anti-nuclear movement from individuals like Robert Jungk. Schmidt reassured listeners 

“my government takes the concerns arising out of the accident in Pennsylvania very seriously… 

however, the need of the hour is not to take a pessimistic view of civilization or to renounce new 

technologies, but to demand better technologies. Technologies that are safe and at the same time 

help to consolidate our economic and social prosperity.”492 He emphasized that the government 

had an obligation to ensure new technologies were safe and to prioritize the safety of the people 

over economic growth while also developing new technologies rather than rejecting them. 

 He concluded his speech by framing the larger nuclear energy debate as a test for 

democratic institutions and stressed that democracies had an obligation to engage with their 

constituents on complex energy questions. He highlighted that while a lot of the questions of 

nuclear energy were technical in nature, the nuclear energy debate in West Germany had revealed 

that “a democratic society and a democratic state must prove their ability to resolve conflicts. 

Only after it is able to do so, will the democratic state retain the confident of the majority of its 

citizens and preserve its credibility.”493 Furthermore, he stated that the government could not 

create this dialogue alone and echoed the themes of trusting specialists and expertise.  

“Scientists, engineers, politicians and industrial firms are all obliged to provide the citizen with 
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comprehensive and candid information. I am convinced that we will indeed have to improve this 

public debate, the dialogue with the people in our countries, both in qualitative and in 

quantitative terms.”494  

The Chancellor then underlined the importance of honest and fair dialogue about these 

complex issues and implored the experts to guide the conversation to be in “a language that can 

be generally understood and a line of reasoning which the layman can follow.” he implored this 

approach and ended with a warning that reflected his views of how the nuclear energy debate had 

developed in West Germany. While he acknowledged that framing complex debates into 

layman’s terms was “particularly difficult, I emphasize this point. You must seek to ensure that 

this kind of work is not left to cheap popularizers who succumb to all kinds of prejudices… let 

me say this once more: it is a task in which… you have to take the initiative!”495 Schmidt 

concluded with the importance of maintaining a dialogue that stressed safety above economic 

growth.  

Schmidt’s speech at the European Nuclear Conference reveals some key details about his 

position on nuclear in the aftermath of Three Mile Island. Schmidt had reaffirmed his 

commitment to keep West Germany’s nuclear energy grid and stressed that the maintaining a 

reliable energy supply was crucial to economic growth and stability. He stressed that hastily 

turning off the nuclear energy grid now would cost thousands of jobs and leave West Germany 

and many other nations in need of energy and risked upsetting international deals and agreements 

regarding nuclear energy. He also stressed that in the aftermath of this nuclear accident, there 

was an immense opportunity to create more international collaboration and dialogue on safety 
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standards and practices. Schmidt offered an internationalist solution to this complex problem 

rather than West Germany treading alone in its decision to shut off its nuclear reactors. 

Lastly, his speech revealed how he viewed the nuclear energy debate as a test for 

democratic institutions to build confidence in their ability to have complex public discussions. 

His remarks and conclusion about the importance of experts leading the discussion rather than 

“popularizers” seems to offer a cautionary tale about what had developed in West Germany’s 

nuclear energy debate. Overall, his speech demonstrates that he was still committed to the long-

term vision of nuclear energy, and that same day, he signed off on a proposal from the nuclear 

council to continue construction on the Gorleben site once it had been approved by Albrecht.496 

But Schmidt’s determination would face a grim reality with Ernst Albrecht’s decision to 

dramatically alter the proposed Gorleben site. 

Despite Schmidt’s proposal and efforts to bolster support in nuclear energy, the same 

week as his keynote speech, his nuclear ambitions were delivered a definitive blow. On May 8, 

Ernst Albrecht, the Minister-President of Lower Saxony, notified the Chancellor that after 

reviewing the Gorleben Commission’s report, he had decided that the Gorleben Reprocessing 

and Long-term storage site “can be realized from a safety point of view, but cannot be carried out 

politically.”497 Under immense pressure, Albrecht notified Schmidt that he would not allow for 

the reprocessing site to be constructed but he offered a partial way forward and would allow for 

storage sites to be built in the salt deposits in Gorleben.498 This would allow for construction and 

the logjam to be broken for West German nuclear reactors but this created a major logistical 

issue. Practically, this meant that West Germany’s nuclear fuel cycle would remain uncompleted. 
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Nuclear reactors would need to export their spent fuel to be reprocessed and prepared for storage 

which could then be packed and shipped to Gorleben for storage.499 Albrecht notified the 

Chancellor, the Nuclear Council and the Nuclear Cabinet Committee that he would publicly 

announce this news on May 16 and gave them a week to organize their response.  

The following week, Klaus Bölling read the federal government’s official response at a 

press conference, which had been prepared by the Nuclear Council. Schmidt’s government 

applauded Albrecht’s decision to “begin immediately with the necessary deep drilling” to begin 

constructing the storage site for nuclear waste.500 In contrast, however, Bölling stated “the 

Federal Government notes with the regret that the State Government of Lower Saxony 

recommends in its… statement that the reprocessing project should not be pursued any 

further.”501 Despite this decision, Schmidt’s government emphasized Albrecht’s note about 

meeting safety standards and noted that “the federal government understands the concerns of the 

citizens… and takes them very seriously. It expressly reiterates that the protection of the lives  

and health of the population from the dangers of nuclear energy will be given priority over 

economic considerations in the realization of the federal government’s waste disposal 

concept.”502 The federal government stressed that it would continue its efforts to build 

reprocessing site, as this was essential to “secure an energy supply that was a prerequisite for the 

future of the Federal Republic.”503 Nevertheless, Albrecht’s decision had dealt Schmidt’s nuclear 

ambitions a serious setback.   
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Schmidt Regroups and Draws the Party Line 

 Despite this news, Schmidt and his government maintained their stance that West German 

technology and expertise still provided the necessary safety for nuclear energy to be a viable 

option. They would use the rest of the year to rebuild trust in the nuclear energy program and 

would emphasize what practical steps and technological implementations could be made to 

bolster safety in the West German nuclear program. This position was only reinforced when at 

the end of the month, the Ministry of the Interior published their comprehensive report about the 

Three Mile Island accident. In their thorough 120-page report, the Ministry of the Interior 

determined that “the accident … was caused by a combination of human error and unfavorable 

system characteristics.”504  

 Overall, the report highlighted five errors that happened in sequential order and were 

crucial to the events at Three Mile Island. The report detailed that “the first error was that a 

pressure-side valve of the auxiliary pump remained closed after maintenance work and the shift 

personnel overlooked the indication of this incorrect valve position.”505 This was a combination 

of a technical error as well as a human error and the valve remaining closed was the first step in 

pressure and the temperature beginning to rise within the reactor core. The second error was with 

another piece of machinery. The report continued “the blow-off valve for regulating pressure 

remained open and running. As a result… as the coolant pumps in the primary circuit continued 

to run for the time being, this initially had no effect.”506 The reactor had a fail-safe in place to 

begin running coolant to the reactor core that should have lowered the temperature and pressure 
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as well, but because the pressure-side valve from error one remained closed, the coolant never 

made it into the reactor. 

 With pressure building and the temperature now rising dramatically, the engineers 

incorrectly assessed there was a problem with the coolant system and how it was being routed, 

leading to “the third fault,” which was “the shutdown of the emergency coolant system.”507 They 

wanted to “avoid unnecessary water losses by over spraying [the reactor] and in particular, 

prevent the valve from being charged with too much water and then turning into steam” if the 

reactor as hot as readings were indicating.508 Too much steam in the pipe would have caused the 

pipes to burst, which would then prevent any water and coolant from reaching the core.509 The 

report also made a specific mention that this design philosophy was “in contrast to the design of 

the German emergency coolant system,” which allowed for multiple coolant systems to back up 

the German reactors in case one set of pipes with coolant was rendered inoperable.510  

 Because of their inaccurate assessment about the coolant system being the problem, the 

team now tried to reset the primary coolant system, their “fourth error.”511 The report indicated 

that this was a logical action as this would flush the pipes out and reduce the increasing pressure. 

But because the valve from the first error remained closed, the pipes could not be flushed, and 

when the system was reset, the pressure remained and the reactor’s temperature was rising, 

which was now having the effect of turning the water and other coolant in the pipes to steam. By 

this point, the engineers determined that they needed to reroute the coolant to an auxiliary 

building, or they risked the pipes bursting. All these things led to the final error. 
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 With pressure and temperature and radiation now at critical levels in the core, the coolant 

was now highly radioactive because of the coolant pipes’ connection to the core. The engineers 

were in a difficult position, and this led to the fifth error that resulted in radiation exposure to the 

surrounding area. They rerouted the highly pressurized water and coolant to another vessel to 

reduce pressure on the pipes but, the “containment vessel was not immediately sealed tightly.”512 

This decision “enabled the release of radioactivity through the filter and exhaust stack” of the 

Three Mile Island reactor into the surrounding area.513 The report continued that within the week, 

radioactivity had been released from the steam towers into the larger Susquehanna area. While 

West German reactor designs could specifically avoid this technical accident, the major takeaway 

that the Ministry of the Interior wanted to stress was the importance of how fear and lack of 

information to the public exacerbated the situation at Three Mile Island. 

 The Ministry for the Interior concluded that the events in Harrisburg were crucial to 

understanding how risks can escalate in the successive decisions made by the teams, and how 

dangerous fear and lack of preparation can be in an emergency. The report determined that “in 

the event of a serious reactor accident, this harbors the danger of general panic and chaos along 

the lines of ‘save yourself if you can.’ If nobody is prepared for how to behave appropriately in 

such an event, the conditions for effective emergency measures are extremely unfavorable.”514 

The report ultimately criticized the United States’ federal and state governments response. In the 

case of Three Mile Island, the radiation spread occurred for a few days until experts were able to 

reduce the pressure on the reactor core. The Ministry of the Interior criticized the Carter’ 

Administration’s response stating “the incident… developed over a period of days. Even if the 
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incident there had escalated further, there would have been several days during which the 

population could have done what was appropriate to the situation.”515  

 Lastly, the report concluded with the parameters in place in West Germany to avoid 

inducing panic as well as what technical standards were in place to prevent nuclear accidents. 

The Ministry of the Interior highlighted that West Germany had an extensive structure of 

“remote monitoring systems” in place to notify the public about emergency measures but that 

there should be more effort put into precautionary planning should an evacuation be required.516 

In particular to technical changes, however, the Ministry for the Interior argued that West 

Germany operated with higher standards than the U.S. and did not have any concrete 

recommendations for changes to German reactor models. The experts at the Ministry for the 

Interior concluded that the United States’ reactor at Three Mile Island instead was a “sub-

optimally designed plant in terms of safety” that “brought us close to a meltdown accident.”517 

However, they stressed that “despite an accumulation of faults, no core meltdown occurred.”518 

 Overall, the Ministry of the Interior’s published report explains why Schmidt’s 

government would stay the course on nuclear because of their belief that providing technological 

explanations for nuclear energy would win over the public. Furthermore, the detailed breakdown 

and explanation for Three Mile Island showed that the West German government understood the 

mechanical breakdown of what went wrong and instead attributed the larger scare to the United 

States’ failure to plan and communicate information effectively. Additionally, the report 

demonstrates the information that Schmidt, his Nuclear Council, and Nuclear Cabinet were 

actively receiving. This report would have only reinforced their beliefs that West German reactor 
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and operating personnel standards were among the highest in the world and the issue surrounding 

Three Mile Island was being exacerbated by fear.  

 Starting in June 1979, Schmidt persisted in his support for nuclear power, and his 

criticism toward nuclear skeptics in his party and anti-nuclear activists in general. On June 9, on 

a flight to Hamburg from the New York, the Chancellor sat down with reporters to give off the 

record remarks regarding West Germany’s energy supply situation. His remarks were kept by the 

Federal Press Office with the note “Off the Record, Chancellor to Not Be Named [Underlined in 

the Original]”519 Schmidt was asked about what he intended to do about rising oil prices 

considering the Iranian Revolution and pivoted to discuss the importance of nuclear energy. 

Schmidt recognized the political realities of anti-nuclear activists gaining in popularity, however, 

and said “compromises must be found with the environmental idiots (Umweltidioten) the world 

economy will inevitably need nuclear energy for the next 20 to 40 years. Otherwise, we will not 

only have famines in the world but also unemployment in the industrial world that will eclipse 

everything we have experienced so far.”520 While these remarks were off the record, Schmidt 

was letting his feelings be known that he saw the anti-nuclear activists as idiots.  

He then turned to explain why he viewed nuclear energy as vital for West Germany’s 

future, elaborating:  

nuclear energy is also necessary because I foresee that in the 90s at the latest… the whole 

world will, and not without reason, be emotionally insane about the irrevocable 

consequences of burning hydrocarbons. This leads to the release of sulfur dioxide and 

carbon dioxide. This… leads to the heating of the globe, to an expansion of… dry zones, 

to decreasing yields in agriculture.... People will calculate that this will lead to the 

melting of the polar ice caps and rising sea levels.521 
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Schmidt’s connections between nuclear energy, CO2 emissions, and reducing them to prevent 

global warming is remarkable. Discussions surrounding CO2 emissions, and the role of 

renewable energy sources were in their infancy, but Schmidt was making the connection in the 

importance of nuclear energy in this broader energy conversation. His predictions are stunningly 

accurate regarding contemporary environmental concerns, but his remarks also suggest why he 

continued to be a staunch nuclear energy supporter. 

  In September, Schmidt, the Nuclear Cabinet and Nuclear Council formally regrouped to 

take the next steps to secure the future of the nuclear energy program. To satisfy the state courts 

that had blocked construction at the massive Brokdorf reactor, the West German Federal 

Government needed to solve its question of storage for nuclear waste. On September 20th, the 

Nuclear Cabinet recommended that Schmidt “continue with drilling and mining at Gorleben… 

the facilities for storage area will be ready for [full] operation by 2000”522 The mines in Gorleben 

could begin storage within the next two years if construction proceeded as planned but this 

would break the logjam in domestic nuclear reactor construction. Schmidt and the Nuclear 

Council would approve this recommendation, but the next point was how to proceed with a 

reprocessing site.523 

 Four days later, Schmidt and the Nuclear Council met to discuss what the prospects were 

for locating and building a new reprocessing site in West Germany. At first, Schmidt considered 

proceeding with the site at Gorleben, despite Albrecht’s rejection and the massive anti-nuclear 

protests. Schmidt argued that under Article 37 of the West German Constitution, the Federal 
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Compulsion and Execution Article, his government had an obligation to secure the nation’s 

energy supply, and they would argue that the Gorleben Site was essential. The representative 

from the Ministry of the Interior, however, strongly objected and questioned whether it was 

“politically conceivable at all… the federal government cannot enforce a reprocessing facility in 

Gorleben against the clear opposition of Lower Saxony….this would require the other states 

approvals outside of just a federal mandate.”524 Instead, members of the Nuclear Council 

recommended looking into either sites at Ahaus, which was in the state of Nordrhine-Westfalen, 

Wackersdorf, which was in Bavaria, or expanding the experimental reprocessing site at 

Karlsruhe in Baden-Württemberg.525 

Regardless, it would take years to test the surrounding environment. After the lost time 

and investment from the Gorleben site - which the Nuclear Council estimated to be in the area of 

almost 12 billion DMs -  the Nuclear Council was in no hurry to make a decision.526 They agreed 

that “a decision will be made by 1990 at the latest” of the proposed options, and taking their time 

would also allow for the development of “alternative disposal and refueling techniques to 

provide decisive safety advantages.”527 In the meantime, Schmidt and the Council agreed that 

they would rely on their reprocessing contracts in place with France, the UK, the Netherlands, 

and even explore options with the USSR to reprocess their fuel.528  

 In December 1979, the Chancellor reiterated his position on nuclear energy and used his 

speech to attack the anti-nuclear arguments from the angle of preserving jobs in the energy 
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sector. This speech was important as the SPD was finalizing its party platform for the upcoming 

1980 federal election. Schmidt wanted to keep nuclear energy within the social liberal coalition’s 

public platform. As the SPD delegates gathered in West Berlin, Schmidt recalled the 

accomplishments of his coalition government.   

 He acknowledged “that nuclear energy has triggered deep fears in many people. We have 

taken such fears seriously… That is why we will continue to stand by our conviction that safety 

comes first! Furthermore, thanks to my initiative, we are working to achieve international 

cooperation between countries in the area of reactor safety.”529 Despite the priority for safety, he 

acknowledged the reality that the Three Mile Island accident had undermined the public’s trust in 

the field of nuclear energy and sought to “regain the trust.”530 He elaborated how he envisioned 

the public debate transpiring, declaring:  

scientists, engineers, politicians, and business leaders have a duty to inform citizens, to 

talk to them, to engage in dialog. This information is the responsibility of the electricity 

supply companies in particular. They need a generally understandable language for this, a 

line of thought that is also comprehensible to non-experts, which must nevertheless 

remain unassailably correct from an expert’s point of view; this is not so easy… In our 

participatory democracy, the peaceful use of nuclear energy cannot be made possible in 

the long term without the broad approval of public opinion.531 

 

The speech’s transcript reflects that Schmidt’s remarks were met with applause and shows that he 

still believed that with the right number of experts weighing in, the public would eventually 

come to support nuclear energy. Furthermore, Schmidt stressed the importance of international 

collaboration and that other nations’ experts were still supportive of national nuclear energy 

programs. He quipped to those that argued West Germany should pursue its own independent 
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anti-nuclear path, countering “I cannot imagine that all those reassurances, be they from experts 

in the East and West, are wrong and only we are so much smarter in terms of energy policy.”532 

The Chancellor then presented a new angle to justify nuclear energy to his SPD 

compatriots, the importance of nuclear energy jobs for energy workers’ unions. He pointed out 

that in addition to the securing West Germany’s energy supply, tens of thousands of Germans 

relied on nuclear energy for their jobs. Furthermore, he emphasized that this position was not just 

his but that Heinz Oskar Vetter, the President of the German Federation of Trade Unions, had 

declared at the opening of the SPD conference the day before that “the use of nuclear energy for 

peaceful purposes cannot be dispensed with… I endorse what the German Trade Union 

Confederation is saying here!”533 Schmidt then set his sights on the arguments of SPD members 

who wanted to unplug West Germany’s nuclear grid. He declared “You claim to speak for the 

interests of the millions of German workers you represent but you can’t hold solidarity rallies on 

May 1, but then plug your ears when things get really difficult!”534 The records indicate that 

Schimdt’s words were greeted with “lively applause” when he made this statement.535 He argued 

that any party representing  workers in Germany ought  not be anti-nuclear. Instead of 

unplugging from the grid, the federal government should instead prioritize the safety of workers 

and secure their jobs. 

Schmidt said his support for nuclear energy was contingent on two conditions:  

“maximizing the safety of reactors and secondly, [securing] waste disposal.”536 He 

acknowledged the dangers that had developed out of Three Mile Island, but viewed the present 

moment as “an opportunity to review our safety regulations.” He asserted  that “German nuclear 
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power plants are subject to the strictest safety regulations in the world.”537 Lastly, he emphasized 

that as the leader of the federal government, Schmidt and his cabinet “bear an important part of 

the responsibility for the energy supply, and we can only live up to this responsibility if this party 

conference does not close off any of the energy policy possibilities or options.”538  

Schmidt’s tone and message also marked a significant difference in his approach to 

nuclear skeptics within his party. Prior to 1979, Schmidt had attempted to court SPD members 

along with his nuclear ambitions but the Chancellor who emerged from the setbacks at Gorleben 

was far less interested in compromise. He used his speech to directly point out skeptical 

individuals and even went so far as to paint nuclear skeptics as being dismissive of West German 

energy workers. Schmidt was openly venting frustrations within his party and when Die Zeit 

reported on his speech, they described Schmidt as being “honest, tough, precise… he came 

across convincing and as a man of government policy without compromise.”539 When the time 

came for the vote, Schmidt’s position narrowly secured a majority with roughly 54% of the SPD 

delegates voting in favor of preserving the nuclear energy program on the party’s platform but 

with a caveat.540 Schmidt compromised and agreed that it would not take efforts to expand its 

nuclear energy program. Once again, Schmidt’s program had narrowly survived. 

Conclusion  

 Despite a contentious year of fights at Gorleben, the news of a major accident at the 

Three Mile Island Reactor in the United States, and the significant growth of the anti-nuclear 

movement, Schmidt’s platform remained in place. But there were major issues on the horizon. 
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While construction at reactors like Brokdorf would be allowed to resume with the nuclear waste 

storage question temporarily resolved, protests were growing in number and Schmidt’s energy 

policy was now being investigated in the Bundestag by an Enquete Commission dedicated to 

creating a public dialogue about the necessity of nuclear energy. Furthermore, West Germany did 

not have a reprocessing center.  Nuclear waste would need to be exported to foreign countries to 

be processed and then imported back to the Federal Republic for storage.   

Despite the crises of 1979, Schmidt responded by emphasizing technological and 

practical solutions and arguing that scientific and governmental expertise would provide the 

necessary answers for his nuclear energy program. Furthermore, his response to the Gorleben 

protests and Three Mile Island highlighted an internationalist solution in contrast to the anti-

nuclear argument of West Germany pursuing its own isolated anti-nuclear path. He urged 

scientists and experts to lead public conversations.  

Overall, Schmidt and his Nuclear Cabinet and Council spent 1979 finding short-term 

solutions to keep the nuclear energy program running. However, his government lacked the 

ability to instill long-term trust in the nuclear energy program. Within the next year, the 

Chancellor faced a Federal Bundestag Enquete Commission led by members of his own party, as 

well as increasing protests at construction sites. In 1979, public sentiment and political support 

began to turn sharply against Schmidt’s program. For the remaining years of his chancellorship, 

Schmidt would not lose faith in the promises of nuclear energy, but he would struggle to sustain 

support for nuclear energy in the Federal Republic both in his party and among the public.  
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Chapter 5: Schmidt’s Pyrrhic Victory: The Battle over Brokdorf and the Transformation 

of the SPD into an Anti-Nuclear Party  

 

 The period between the beginning of the West German federal elections in 1980 and the 

successful vote of no confidence that collapsed Schmidt’s government in October 1982 was 

transformative for nuclear energy politics in West Germany. During this time, Helmut Schmidt 

sought the reelection of his social-liberal coalition and to keep his party unified over future 

energy policies. While he tried to maintain this party unity, left wing SPD nuclear critics became 

increasingly more vocal in their nuclear energy skepticism while tensions and protests over the 

NATO double-track decision threatened to split Schmidt’s governing coalition.  

 As Schmidt fought over the future of the SPD’s nuclear energy politics, the Christian 

Democratic Union (CDU) and the Christian Social Union (CSU) used the 1980 election to attack 

Schmidt and the broader SPD for being inconsistent and incapable of realizing their nuclear 

energy ambitions, and they hoped to split the SPD further on the sensitive topic. To counter the 

CDU/CSU strategy and to quell nuclear skepticism from within his own party, Schmidt 

preserved SPD unity by acquiescing to nuclear skeptics’ demands and succeeded in getting 

reelected. But in doing so, he campaigned on nuclear energy being a transitory rather than main 

source of energy until energy conservation and renewable energy filled the necessary gap.541  

But within months of reelection, Schmidt made the controversial decision to reverse 

course and called instead for an increase in nuclear power construction due to rising oil costs 

from the Iranian Revolution and Iran-Iraq War, combined with a domestic economic recession. 

Schmidt declared that nuclear energy was an “indispensable part of our energy supply,” and that 
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meant the construction of more power plants.542 When construction at the Brokdorf reactor was 

set to resume in February 1981, the anti-nuclear movement swelled in support because of 

Schmidt’s broken promise. More than 100,000 protestors appeared, some armed with gasoline 

bombs and rocks. These protestors were countered by more than 10,000 police officers. Images 

of the militarized police, numerous protestors, and the media’s emphasis on Schmidt’s broken 

promises that were now framed as a threat to democracy invigorated support for the Greens and 

leftwing anti-nuclear SPD groups across West Germany. 

Other historians have discussed this transformative moment for German politics as well. 

In his monograph, Energy and Power: Germany in the Age of Oil, Atoms, and Climate Change, 

Stephen Gross examines the collapse of Schmidt’s Social-Liberal coalition, but his analysis 

argues that this split was rooted in the events of 1977 and the beginning of the pivotal split 

between the pro-nuclear ideologically right flank of Schmidt’s SPD and the further left nuclear 

skeptic wing. Volker Hauff and Erhard Eppler led this nuclear skeptic wing. 1977, for Gross, is 

critical because anti-nuclear voices such as Eppler, began to spread within the party and to call 

for a new mindset that prioritized rethinking energy consumption rather than pursuing infinite 

growth.543 My analysis instead contends that the pivotal break within Schmidt’s party took from 

in 1979 and the failure to complete the Gorleben Nuclear Waste and Reprocessing Site. This rift 

was only widened when Schmidt courted the nuclear skeptics by promising not to expand 

nuclear energy in the lead up to the 1980 election. By this time, atomic energy was still viable, 

and Schmidt was able to secure it on the party’s platform, but it was only after he walked back 
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his promise to not expand nuclear energy out of fear of energy concerns that the rift tore an 

irreversible gap on the question of energy. 

This chapter also incorporates political actors from the Christian Democratic Union and 

Christian Social Union as the 1980 federal election played an important backdrop for Schmidt’s 

nuclear ambitions. Anna von der Goltz’ The Other 68ers: Student Protests and Christian 

Democracy in West Germany is a vital work to understand the new generation of Chistian 

Democratic leaders who were also coming of age in politics while the nuclear skeptics coalesced 

into an organized political force. For my work, her work helps demonstrate how political leaders, 

such as Franz Josef Strauss, viewed the SPD under Schmidt and further demonstrates how 

Strauss sought to paint the SPD as being divided and broiled in an internal battle for the future 

direction of the party. Von der Goltz’ work is also important in demonstrating how future 

Chancellor Helmut Kohl reorganized the CDU to incorporate a younger generation of political 

activists who also had their own ideological worldview and would preserve the nuclear energy 

program that Schmidt would provide. 

Despite these developments, Schmidt continued to champion scientific expertise and trust 

in nuclear energy until the collapse of his government. He contended that once the reactors were 

established and proved their abilities to safely provide energy, combined with regular support 

from experts in the field, the public would come to trust nuclear energy. The result of these 

decisions meant that when Schmidt was ousted in 1982 and stepped away from the party, SPD 

leadership was now led by a core of youthful nuclear skeptics who, overtime, turned Schmidt’s 

party away from nuclear energy. By 1986, in the aftermath of Chernobyl and just 12 years after 

the SPD had launched the largest nuclear energy program in German history, the SPD party 
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platform called for a “complete and total phase-out of nuclear energy.”544 Schmidt had failed to 

market his nuclear program and routinely dismissed the growing anti-nuclear movement on the 

political left and within his party. By 1982, he had lost the battle for nuclear energy within his 

own party. 

The 1980 Federal Election Forces Schmidt to Soften His Nuclear Stance 

After Schmidt managed to narrowly retain nuclear energy on the SPD’s Federal Platform 

by compromising and agreeing to not expand its use, he turned to his next challenge, the October 

1980 election. CSU leader Franz Josef Strauss challenged Schmidt for the chancellorship, and 

their early interviews demonstrated how nuclear energy was a popular topic for both parties. 

Schmidt was aware of the growing anti-nuclear energy sentiment within the SPD, so he 

emphasized the need for nuclear energy alongside other energy options, while cautiously 

approaching the topic of expanding domestic nuclear energy construction. Conversely, Strauss 

strongly positioned himself and the conservatives as the champions of nuclear energy, and he 

attacked the SPD for its inability to complete the Gorleben facility due to chaotic infighting. 

In February 1980, Schmidt and Strauss sat down with the magazine Umweltforum 

(Environmental Forum) to court environmentalist voters and discussed the topic of nuclear 

energy. Both candidates were faced with the question, “Why shouldn’t we start a program of 

alternatives today, whose technical feasibility is known, while nuclear power plants will only 

deliver energy in ten years’ time?”545 Schmidt responded “It is true that a significant percentage 

of energy consumption can be saved in the longer term through energy-saving measures… We 
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still need coal and nuclear power in addition to a consistent savings policy in order to be able to 

cover the growing energy needs.”546 In contrast, Stauss stated, “Unfortunately, it is an illusion to 

believe that we could get by without the use of nuclear energy simply by taking energy-saving 

measures… no real alternatives to the use of nuclear energy can be offered.”547 While Schmidt’s 

response discussed nuclear, it is worth noting that he emphasized nuclear alongside other forms 

of energy in contrast to Strauss who stressed just the development of West Germany’s domestic 

nuclear supply. 

There was also a drastic difference in how both candidates discussed the emergence of 

Green Parties in West Germany and how they sought to court them. Umweltforum asked the 

candidates: “The Greens are the potential answer of the voters to the environmental policy of the 

established parties, the trend is visible. How do you want to stop the loss of trust?”548 Despite 

Schmidt referring to this group privately as “environmental idiots”, he played the role of a 

campaigning politician and responded that he was “not worried about a loss of confidence on the 

part of our voters… The majority of the electorate also recognizes that the social-liberal coalition 

has brought about a change in the area of the environmental protection.”549 Strauss, on the other 

hand, argued that the emergence of the Green parties were a product of Schmidt’s failures and a 

rise in left wing radicalism. Strauss critiqued Schmidt’s government for risking the nation’s 

energy supply and failing to secure the reprocessing facility in Gorleben, noting “it is the 

responsibility of the federal government to construct facilities for the final disposal of radioactive 

waste. The federal government cannot be released from its responsibility for this task, even if it 
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finds it difficult to push through the decision in favor of Gorleben.”550 Strauss continued and 

sought to link the leftwing radicals in the anti-nuclear movements with Schmidt’s SPD, noting 

that “I have the impression that a number of [the Green] political activists are now abusing the 

trust of the citizens. In some cases, these groups have become a gathering place for politicians 

who failed elsewhere, perhaps in my opponent’s party, and recently also for left-wing extremists’ 

groups which are hardly eligible for level-headed citizens.”551 This was not the only time that 

Strauss attacked Schmidt for the growing discontent on the left.  

Similarly, in an interview with Der Spiegel, the topic of an inter-party rift within 

Schmidt’s Party was raised for both candidates. Schmidt was asked by the moderator “There is a 

public impression that there is a disagreement between you and parts of the SPD… how do you 

explain this?” Schmidt attacked the idea that a party must be in total unity behind its leaders 

“like a Prussian Cadet School” but acknowledged there were strong differences within his party. 

He elaborated, “Of course, I have sometimes had tough factual arguments with fellow party 

members; for example, with Erhard Eppler on the subject of nuclear energy… Arguing with 

these mostly younger Social Democrats was sometimes arduous and occasionally required a 

good deal of patience from me. But such debates have been part of the essence of the SPD for 

118 years.”552 In response, however, Strauss played up the unity with his CDU/CSU alliance and 

stressed that the SPD’s policies were being dictated by actors on the far left and the chaos within 

Schmidt’s party. Strauss retorted, “The Union stands united behind its chancellor candidate….In 

contrast to the divisions in the political camp of the Social Democrats, in which the left wing, 
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including the Stamokapisten [State Monopoly Capitalists] of the Jusos [Young Socialists], is 

increasingly setting the tone, there are no differences in the Union on all essential political 

issues.”553 Strauss’ strategy here was to emphasize the infighting for Schmidt, who countered by 

arguing that in-party debates were normal but in the lead up to what looked like a close election, 

Schmidt could not afford to reignite party tensions within his SPD. 

The Umweltforum and Der Spiegel interviews show that Schmidt’s strategy in the early 

days of the 1980 campaign was to tone down his criticisms of those on the left and to 

acknowledge many of their concerns. Strauss, on the other hand, was positioning himself as the 

champion of nuclear energy and emphasizing the growing anti-nuclear movement and infighting 

that was known within Schmidt’s party. But Schmidt also spoke directly to his party the 

following week in an interview that was published by the major journal of his party, the Social 

Democratic Magazine (Sozialdemokrat Magazine – SM). 

In March 1980, Schmidt gave an interview with the Social Democratic Magazine 

magazine entitled “That is the Strength of the SPD: A Clear Concept After a Hard Discussion.” 

In this interview, Schmidt moved away from stressing the primacy of nuclear energy and coal 

and instead gave credence to many of the points that leftwing SPD members had called for, 

namely energy conservation. Furthermore, Schmidt’s responses flirted with many of the SPD 

nuclear skeptics’ ambitions for nuclear to be a temporary energy source until renewables filled 

the gap. When asked directly about how “the Federal Republic of Germany secures its energy 

supply?” and “what role does nuclear power play?”, Schmidt suggested a multilateral approach. 

The Chancellor responded, “After extensive discussions, the Social Democratic Party has 

decided on its energy policy for the 1980s. Three important principals are: energy conservation, 
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priority for domestic coal, and the continued need for nuclear energy for the time being 

[emphasis added]… I support my party’s energy policy concept.”554  

When the interviewer pressed Schmidt on this idea and asked him “how does the 

Chancellor answer the crucial question about nuclear power?”, Schmidt elaborated on the 

important gap that nuclear energy would fill until renewables were more efficient. He clarified 

“it remains the case that we cannot do without the use of nuclear energy for the foreseeable 

future because the development of so-called clean energy sources – specifically being solar, 

geothermal, or wind energy – will, despite considerable financial efforts, lead to an economically 

viable technical use at the earliest towards the end of this century.”555 This response represented 

a shift in Schmidt’s previous position in 1979, which called for a dramatic expansion of nuclear 

energy to provide the answer to West Germany’s energy needs. But Schmidt also softened his 

tone regarding the fears of nuclear energy. 

In previous speeches and public addresses, Schmidt had dismissed public fears regarding 

nuclear energy and accused anti-nuclear actors of manipulating fear to oppose his government’s 

agenda. In this interview, however, Schmidt seemed to concede that the fears surrounding 

nuclear energy were legitimate, but he stressed that the federal government could adequately 

combat them. He continued:  

I know that nuclear energy triggers deep fears in many people. We have to take these 

fears seriously, and we will continue to do so in the future. That is why we insist that 

safety has a priority. I have never said that we need nuclear energy at any price. But – 

provided it is safe – we are forced, because of the difficult supply situation and the risks 

of other energy sources, especially oil, to keep all options open, including this one.556  
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These answers offer a much different tone from Schmidt surrounding the nuclear energy 

program. Schmidt’s language of “we are forced” instead portrays the nuclear energy program as 

one of begrudging necessity rather than the optimistic solution that he had marketed in the 

previous years. Nevertheless, Schmidt still stressed that the nuclear program was here to stay, but 

it would be developed alongside renewables and other forms of energy. Schmidt seemed to be 

softening his position on nuclear energy for the sake of maintaining party unity for the election, 

but there were some within the SPD who saw this moment as an opportunity to solidify this 

change for the party moving forward. 

Nuclear Skeptics Capitalize on Schmidt’s Election Politics 

 As Schmidt campaigned and relaxed his expansionary nuclear energy rhetoric, his 

Minister for Research and Technology, Volker Hauff had other plans. Hauff had been skeptical 

about the promises of nuclear energy, but the Three Mile Island Accident firmly convinced him 

of the necessity to rethink the SPD’s economic and energy philosophy.557 Despite being a skeptic 

of nuclear energy, Hauff did not outright reject industrialization or industrial society. Instead, he 

and other skeptics within the SPD held a different vision for modern society. Hauff believed that 

rather than pursuing constant growth for energy production, “restructuring the energy supply 

system for the more rational and economic use of energy was the central political task” of his 

ministry.558 Hauff would serve as Schmidt’s Minister of Research and Technology from 1978 to 

1980 and in his tenure, he would lay the foundation for a major pivot within the party in its 

marketing for nuclear messaging and would go on to head the SPD’s environmental and energy 
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policy. As Minister of Research and Technology, Hauff moved to restructure the “Citizens’ 

Dialogue on Nuclear Energy”, which had been created under his predecessor, Hans Matthöfer, to 

market the Schmidt government’s nuclear energy program. Hauff named Peter Niederelz – a 

nuclear skeptic within the SPD left-wing SPD – as the campaign's Chief Organizer. Both men 

then turned to reorganize the campaign and its goals. Instead of using the “Citizens’ Dialogue on 

Nuclear Energy” as a mouthpiece for Schmidt’s policies, Hauff and Niederelz wanted to begin 

publishing both pro- and anti-nuclear energy positions.559  

To do so, Hauff allocated more than 200,000 Deutche Marks (DMs) to drastically reorient 

one of the magazines, Energy Discussion (Energiediskussion), which had been created when the 

campaign was first announced.560 Hauff also allocated more than 1 million DMs to support third-

party events that encouraged public dialogues from both pro- and anti-nuclear advocates.561 

Schmidt had deferred to the Minister of Research and Technology on the public relations 

campaign and was not briefed or notified of these changes. This was a major shift in policy as it 

now meant that Schmidt’s government was funding the spread of anti-nuclear positions. 

On February 28, 1980, Hauff publicly announced his reformed campaign at a press 

conference. He wanted to completely reorganize the “Citizens Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” and 

presented his and Niederelz’s changesas a new chapter for the campaign that would stress 

“Nuclear Energy and its Alternatives.”562 Hauff began by emphasizing that his changes were still 

in line with the original goals of the campaign. He detailed that “On behalf of the federal 

government, the Federal Ministry of Research and Technology has been conducting a public 
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information and discussion on the topic of nuclear energy and its alternatives for the past five 

years… the new dialogue would be expanded to include additional topics in the area of overall 

ecology and the social consequences of new energy technologies. The discussion about the 

environmental impacts… will also be one of the new focuses of the Citizen’s Dialogue.”563 Hauff 

assured voters that he would “continue to adhere to the principles under which the citizens 

dialogue on energy issues had preceded…” but his new “aim was to ensure an open discussion in 

which every objective and honest argument has a chance as well as to respect opinions that one 

does not share.”564 Hauff’s announcement portrayed the shift as one that was important for the 

democratic process and one that was in line with the original goals of Matthöfer’s original ideas, 

but the differences in philosophy can be seen by looking at the differences in Energy 

Discussion’s focus between the two organizers. 

Energy Discussion was introduced when Matthöfer first organized the Citizen’s Dialogue 

on Nuclear Energy in 1975. It was a quarterly magazine that published the federal government’s 

press releases and would also communicate the Schmidt government’s position on relevant 

energy topics. While most of its content was dedicated to presenting the government’s 

perspective on nuclear energy, other issues addressed developments in new coal reactors or 

developments in solar or geothermal energy in category labelled “New Information from the 

Ministry for Research and Technology.”565 Overall, Matthöfer utilized Energy Discussion to 

reiterate the federal government’s position to provide arguments in favor of the government’s 

capabilities to safely and securely manage problems that came with a nuclear energy grid. 

 
563 Ibid. 
564 Ibid. 
565 BKHS (Bundeskanzler Helmut Schmidt Stiftung Archiv), Energiediskussion – 4/77,  HIS_P_206, 4. 



240 
 

Matthöfer’s used Energy Discussion to discuss the federal government’s favorable 

position regarding nuclear energy and waste. In April 1977, Schmidt’s government was still 

reeling from the news of state-court construction moratoriums on domestic reactors over the 

question of whether the federal government could properly handle nuclear waste. In the April 

edition of Energiediskussion featured an article with the headline “Nuclear Waste and Disposal 

Center is Feasible.”566 The article acknowledged that there had been public concerns about what 

to do with nuclear waste and explained that the Schmidt government’s solution was to build a 

waste and reprocessing site. 

 The article elaborated that the ideas to safely execute this plan were built on years of 

research and on lessons learned from foreign and domestic reprocessing plants, stating, 

“extensive experience is available from the operation of domestic and foreign reprocessing 

plants. These experiences show that the decisive problems for the assessment of the safety-

related feasibility of reprocessing have been solved.”567 The article also elaborated that the 

Schmidt government, in conjunction with the major energy companies was in the process of 

reaching “a stage that confirms its fundamental safety-related feasibility.”568 In the case of 

controversial topics, such as nuclear waste, Matthöfer utilized Energiediskussion to reiterate the 

federal government’s position to provide arguments in favor of the government’s capabilities. 

But when Hauff and Niederelz reorganized the magazine, they highlighted both pro and anti-

nuclear arguments. 
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Hauff’s announcement specifically mentioned that Energy Discussion would receive 

more funding and prioritize both sides of the public dialogue surrounding nuclear energy.569 In 

practice, this meant that Energy Discussion would now include anti-nuclear arguments. In the 

first edition published after Hauff’s announcement, the first portion of the magazine followed the 

original tone in presenting government positions, but the latter half diverged to include a report 

on the results of a student-led, anti-nuclear conference at the Wartburg-Airport Hotel in 

Düsseldorf with many prominent anti-nuclear figures. The magazine also included five articles 

on “decommissioning nuclear powerplants” and providing alternative paths to meet West 

Germany’s energy needs.570  

In reporting on the conference, Energy Discussion highlighted the panel conversation that 

had prominent critics of nuclear energy and offered no commentary on the science or technical 

details of their argument. Specifically, the panel included some major names in the anti-nuclear 

community and presented them with credible descriptions such as: 

- Dr. Robert Jungk, futurologist and author of several books on the subject, 

- Dr. Klaus Traube, former manager in the nuclear power industry, now an independent 

scientist 

- Heinz Brandt, leading critic of nuclear energy in the ranks of unions571 

 

The writers of Energy Discussion did not note that Jungk’s most famous work, The Atom 

State (Der Atomstaat) had been highly controversial and attacked by experts across the world for 

his argument that nuclear energy would inevitably lead to a police state apparatus and erode civil 

liberties. Furthermore, Energy Discussion highlighted Jungk’s political notions and how one 

should feel about nuclear rather than the science of the subject, stating:     

 
569 BArch, 136 10904: “Hauff kuendigt neue Schwerpunkte des Buergerdialogs ‘Kernenergie’” (28.2.1980). 
570 Ibid. 
571 HIS P 208 Energiediskussion - August 1980 



242 
 

In his introductory statement, Professor Jungk pointed out the inevitable security 

measures for nuclear facilities, which would have to extend not only to nuclear power 

plants but also to the entire transport and disposal sector. Unlike conventional energy 

sources, nuclear facilities are always subject to potential political blackmail and could 

restrict the freedom of citizens by an excess of (necessary) security. A multitude of 

additional security measures, for example in the vetting of employees, are not yet covered 

by existing laws and would inevitably lead to the introduction of new - but then more 

restrictive - laws. Ultimately, the nuclear state is a threat [emphasis added].572 

Like the arguments that nuclear skeptics had presented at the Gorleben Hearings in 1979, Jungk 

contended that West Germany would slip into a totalitarian state if it embraced nuclear energy 

because of the national security and policing needed for effective nuclear energy grids. But these 

arguments had been addressed by Dr. Wolfgang Stoll, an engineer and the Managing Director of 

ALKEM, a nuclear fuel processing company, at the Gorleben Hearings the previous year. Liberal 

democratic institutions were present in France, the United States, and the United Kingdon, and 

these nations also had massive nuclear energy programs. Energy Discussion did not note any of 

this criticism when reporting on the conference and instead continued to highlight the arguments 

of other anti-nuclear actors. 

 The writers of Energy Discussion then focused on how other panelists presented their 

arguments. In particular, the article focused on the panelists contending that the federal 

government was unable to manage the production of plutonium, dispose of nuclear waste, and 

manage the economic and environmental risks associated with nuclear energy. Specifically, 

Energy Discussion told readers that panelist “Heinz Brandt saw the main dangers in the use of 

waste materials from nuclear facilities (plutonium) in the form of atomic bomb production. For 

him, the desire to build nuclear powerplants around the world meant nothing other than a desire 

to produce atomic bombs.”573 This was another point that had been raised at the Gorleben 
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Hearings and had been countered by the argument that West Germany had produced plutonium, 

refused to build atomic weapons, and had developed closer ties with other nations in 

collaborating over reprocessing technology.  

 Energy Discussion concluded its coverage of the conference discussing panelist Klaus 

Traube’s fear that the federal government could not guarantee safety. He reiterated Jungk’s 

concerns about nuclear energy posing a risk to West German democracy. The magazine 

elaborated on Traube’s pessimistic vision for the future explicating that there would be “a 

multitude of inevitable consequences that would have to be faced if nuclear energy were to be 

introduced as a main source of energy, such as… other forms of surveillance that intrude into the 

intimate sphere, and a multitude of protective measures against real or perceived threats to 

nuclear facilities that could ultimately affect citizens.”574 The authors of Energy Discussion did 

not offer any feedback on these claims or criticize these arguments from a scientific perspective. 

Instead, the readers would have received this news and the overall assessment that “the 

organizers were unanimous in their opinion that the conference was a complete success.”575 This 

language would serve to legitimize both sides of the nuclear energy arguments, a sharp turn from 

Matthöfer’s original philosophy in the “Citizen’s Dialogue on Nuclear Energy.”  

Overall, Hauff and Niederelz’s decision to reorganize the “Citizen’s Dialogue on Nuclear 

Energy” campaign and its publications marked the beginning of a major shift within the SPD and 

in the way in which voters received information on nuclear energy. Matthöfer was a proponent of 

nuclear energy and his philosophy behind the “Citizen’s Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” and in its 

publications was that anti-nuclear arguments were driven by either malicious actors or by fear of 
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the unknown. To combat this lack of information or misinformation, experts and bureaucrats 

could provide data and information, and eventually German voters would eventually come to 

support Schmidt’s nuclear energy program.  

In contrast, Hauff was skeptical of nuclear energy and was wary about the federal 

government’s ability to guarantee safety in the aftermath of the Three Mile Island accident. 

Consequently, he wanted to push the SPD and the Schmidt government’s coalition to develop 

renewable energy technologies and to eventually pivot away from nuclear energy as West 

Germany’s primary source of energy.576 Hauff was especially vocal about his concerns in the 

immediate days after Three Mile Island. He and other ministers had publicly expressed concerns 

about safety concerns and whether Jungk’s argument was correct about a nuclear energy program 

eventually infringing on civil liberties.577 Therefore, with the opportunity to redirect the public 

energy conversation, Hauff utilized his position as Minister of Research and Technology to 

promote other nuclear skeptics, such as Peter Niederelz, and reshaped the government’s media 

campaign surrounding nuclear energy. By looking at the redirection of Energy Discussion, it is 

apparent that Hauff and Niederelz featured skeptical positions on nuclear energy without offering 

any sort of scientific commentary, and in doing so, served to legitimize anti-nuclear arguments 

and increase their presence to West German voters. The timing of these changes is also 

noteworthy, as it coincided with Schmidt’s election and the necessity to soften his stance on 

energy to maintain unity within the SPD. While Hauff and the new media campaign would 

legitimize anti-nuclear arguments, it was still unclear how West Germany could pursue a non-
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nuclear energy path. This roadmap would eventually be provided by the hearings for the first 

Bundestag Enquete Commission “Future Nuclear Energy Policy” and its subsequent report. 

Reinhard Ueberhorst and the Enquete Commission Provide an Offramp from Nuclear Energy  

 Similar to Volker Hauff, Reinhard Ueberhorst was also a member of the SPD who 

became increasingly skeptical of nuclear energy. He had grown up in Elmshorn in the state of 

Schleswig-Holstein, which was only 30 kilometers from the Brokdorf reactor site. He was 

elected to the Bundestag in 1976 at the age of 28 and worked within the SPD to guide energy 

policy discussions. A skeptic of nuclear energy, Ueberhorst  opposed Schmidt’s decision to 

dispatch large numbers of federal police at the Brokdorf protests in February 1977 and  came to 

view Schmidt’s use of federal power to protect nuclear power as a threat to German democracy. 

Ueberhorst argued that Schmidt’s decision to remove conversations about nuclear power from 

the party and instead concentrate it in the hands of his Nuclear Cabinet and Council was 

undemocratic. When the news of the Three Mile Island Accident reached West Germany, 

Ueberhorst lost all faith in the government’s ability to ensure safety with nuclear power and gave 

an interview to Der Spiegel where he openly expressed his concerns about the state of West 

German democracy.  

On March 29, 1979, the day after the Three Mile Island Accident, Ueberhorst called for 

the other representatives to establish a federal commission to investigate the future necessity of 

nuclear energy on the floor of the Bundestag. Ueberhorst declared that “the German Bundestag 

will not have fulfilled its mandate as the elected representative body of the people if the 

fundamental issues discussed in public in connection with the use of nuclear energy have not also 
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been thoroughly examined in parliament.”578 Ueberhorst vowed that if selected as chair, this 

would not be a “backroom commission” and that he wanted a public and “more objective 

discussion”, a direct reference to how he perceived Schmidt’s Nuclear Council and Cabinet 

Committee.579 With the Gorleben Hearings and Three Mile Island Accident dominating 

headlines, the Bundestag voted unanimously to create the “Federal Enquete Commission on 

Future Nuclear Energy Policy” and tasked Ueberhorst as its chair with “presenting the future 

[energy] decision-making needs from an ecological, economic, social and safety point of view, 

both nationally and internationally, and developing recommendations for appropriate decisions.” 

580 

The Bundestag had an established protocol for Enquete Commissions in which each party 

was allowed to nominate its own members with a similar representation ratio to the current 

makeup of the Bundestag. This meant that for this Commission, there would be three members 

from the SPD – Ueberhorst, Paul Reuschenbach, and Harald Schäfer – three members from the 

CDU/CSU – Paul Gerlach, Lutz Stavenhagen, and Ludwig Gerstein – and one member from the 

FDP – Karl Hans Laermann.581 Of this committee, Gerlach, Stavenhagen, and Gerstein had all 

voted in favor of Schmidt’s nuclear energy programs in the Bundestag and were considered to be 

supportive of nuclear energy.582 In addition to Ueberhorst, Laermann was a vocal critic of 

nuclear energy and had personally written a letter to Schmidt in which he denounced Schmidt 

and the Nuclear Council’s decision to export reactor technology in 1977.583 The committee’s first 
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meeting was on May 9, 1979, which Ueberhorst chaired, and eventually agreed on five goals to 

accomplish their assigned task from the Bundestag. These stated goals were: 

“1. to develop recommendations for criteria and standards for the acceptance of nuclear 

energy and to include, in comparison, the possibilities and risks of other energy sources, 

taking into account the long-term security of the world's energy supply; 

2. to show possibilities and necessities of alternative fuel cycles… 

3. guide future decisions of the German Bundestag on the prototype SNR300 Reactor 

Model 

4. to show possible effects of energy technology on social life and to make suggestions 

for the prevention of undesirable developments.”584 

All of these established goals were in line with the mandate the Bundestag had given the 

Commission, but the final goal reflected Ueberhorst’s strong anti-nuclear bias and would guide 

much of the public hearings and final report. The final goal that was established and approved by 

the committee was “5. to show and evaluate the possibilities and consequences of a future 

renunciation of nuclear energy.”585 This final goal was important because Ueberhorst would use 

his position as chair of the committee to structure the Enquete Commission’s Final Report 

around this goal. 

 To evaluate these goals, the committee agreed that they would consult eight experts from 

different fields. After deliberating, the committee invited: Dr. Günter Alterner, a biological 

specialist from the Institute for Applied Ecology in Freiburg; Dr. Adolf Birkhofer, a specialist in 

reactor safety and reactor dynamics from the Technical University of Munich; Dr. Dietrich von 

Ehrenstein, an atomic and nuclear physicist from the University of Bremen; Dr. Wilhelm Häfele, 

an applied systems analyst from the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis in 

Laxenburg, Austria; Dr. Klaus Knizia, an engineer from the United Electricity Works of 
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Westphalia (Vereinigte Elektrizitaetswerke - Wesfalen Aktiengesellschaft) in Dortmund; Dr. Klaus 

Michael Meyer-Abich, a Philosopher of ethics and nature from the University of Essen; Alois 

Pfeiffer, an executive member of the German Federation of Trade Unions in Düsseldorf; and Dr. 

Heinrich Schäfer, an economist specializing in energy economy and power plant technology 

from the Technical University of Munich.  

The eight experts were divided up into seven different working groups that would then be 

called to publicly testify in Bonn and evaluate a specific component of nuclear energy and West 

Germany’s nuclear energy program. For example, “Working Group One”, which was comprised 

of Alterner, Häfele, Knizia, Meyer-Abich, Schäfer, was asked to testify about the following 

question: “Is the use of nuclear energy in the Federal Republic of Germany a necessity or an 

option whose use could be dispensed with in view of a possible national, European, or 

worldwide development in energy demand and supply?”586  

Between May 1979 and June 1980, the Enquete Commission met 22 times to draft 

questions, deliberate amongst themselves, and prepare for their hearings, which culminated in 

three full days dedicated to their experts publicly testifying. The other themes for the working 

groups that Ueberhorst and his colleagues agreed on also assessed possible externalities and 

social criteria for nuclear energy. For instance, “Working Group 2” was asked to evaluate “what 

effects on social life can be expected from certain energy supply structures… and how could the 

German Bundestag prevent possible undesirable developments?”587 Or on an international level, 

the experts of “Working Group 7”, which comprised of Ehrenstein, Häfele, and Pfeiffer, testified 

on the question of “How can the Federal Republic of Germany contribute to reducing the risk of 
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proliferation in the area of civil nuclear energy policy?”588 The hearings drew massive attention 

as this was the first time the federal government had called in all the experts to testify on the 

question of nuclear energy. In interviews in 2023, Volker Hauff described the media coverage of 

the testimonies as a “a major circus of excitement”, which Ueberhorst concurred.589 Both men 

also noted that the public eagerly awaited Ueberhorst’s report, which was finally published on 

June 25, 1980. 

 The Enquete Commission’s final report, which Ueberhorst listed himself as the primary 

author in the preface, is noteworthy because it presented a vision forward for nuclear energy 

advocates, but more importantly, it presented a viable energy option where nuclear energy was 

temporary. Ueberhorst refused to let his report be dismissed as either an approval or rejection of 

nuclear energy and instead tried to present it as a part of the larger social conversation about 

energy consumptions in West Germany. He wrote, “the German Bundestag would not have lived 

up to its responsibility in the current nuclear energy debate if parliament had not made an attempt 

to introduce the necessary effort of joint consideration into the confrontational yes-or-no 

discussion on nuclear energy. Whichever path we take in the use or non-use of nuclear fission 

technologies, we need a greater social consensus, which cannot be achieved without joint 

consideration.”590 Therefore, Ueberhorst used the report and the Commission’s findings to offer a 

series of paths forward and recommended the research that remained in both instances. 

Ueberhorst and his Commission presented two visions for the Federal Republic’s future 

supply of energy: one path where nuclear energy would be “permanent” and one where “nuclear 
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energy would be limited to a transitional period.”591 Based on the reports and testimonies 

gathered by the Enquete Commission, Ueberhorst argued that 1990 would be the diverging point 

for the questions surrounding nuclear energy.592 The first option, what Ueberhorst called 

“Nuclear Energy I”, presented a Federal Republic that deemed it “necessary to maintain the 

nuclear option in terms of supply and industrial policy. This means that new nuclear power plants 

will be added to the existing ones within the scope of demand.”593  

Additionally, the report noted that pursuing the “Nuclear Option” was not simply a matter 

of building more reactors to meet the energy supply. Instead, the report emphasized that “the 

central theme in Nuclear Energy I is the development and technical demonstration of both the 

conditioning of unprocessed fuel elements with direct final disposal and the reprocessing of 

spent fuel elements with conditioning and final disposal of waste.”594 This meant that if West 

Germany continued to pursue a nuclear energy infrastructure grid, the federal government would 

need to find a new site to build the reprocessing and final storage site, which had been proposed 

at Gorleben and resulted in a unprecedented levels of pushback and protests.  

Furthermore, West German researchers were on the cusp of developing a new model of 

reactors called the SNR 300 Fast Breeder Reactors and sought to turn on an SNR300 reactor in 

the town of Kalkar within the next two years. These reactors were highly efficient but 

controversial. They managed to produce more fuel then needed to power them, which would 

reduce West Germany’s reliance on uranium imports., but created plutonium in the process of 

nuclear fusion, which was vital in the creation of nuclear weapons. For the purposes of the 
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Enquete Commission’s report, if the Federal Republic decided to pursue “Nuclear Energy I”, the 

report noted that a decision would need to be made about “the responsibility for a possible 

commissioning of the SNR 300 in Kalker, which is pending through 1982, and requires thorough 

preparation.”595 Therefore, according the Bundestag Enquete Commission, nuclear energy was 

one viable option for West Germany’s energy needs but would require resolving tense situations 

and complex questions. An addendum was also added to this conclusion in which this path 

forward received the full support of the CDU/CSU representatives as the most effective path 

forward to meet energy needs.596 

Alternatively, Ueberhorst and his SPD and FDP committee members all voted in favor of 

pursuing what they called “Nuclear Energy II” or the “nuclear energy as a transition” path 

forward.597 Ueberhorst highlighted that the majority of the committee had arrived at this 

conclusion “on the basis of the energy policy analyses and the considerations regarding options 

for political action” and concluded “it is strongly recommended to work towards the greatest 

possible intensification of energy policy measures to promote energy savings and the use of 

renewable energy sources.”598 Rather than relying on nuclear energy to be one of West 

Germany’s primary options for energy, this option proposed using the next decade to maintain 

the current amount of reactors and supply from nuclear energy while investing heavily in 

renewable forms of energy. In particular, the Enquete Commission called for further investments 

in geothermal, hydro, wind, and solar energy “to such an extent that they can contribute at least 
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the equivalent of 50 million tons of coal to the energy supply of the Federal Republic of 

Germany in 2030.”599  

Despite this optimism in renewable energy, the majority of the Commission’s members 

acknowledged that the output of renewables was unpredictable, so they called for two additional 

studies to follow up their own. Specifically, the “first should show in detail what social and 

economic consequences can be expected with very strong energy savings… Another study [the 

second] should examine the long-term possibilities prerequisites and consequences of the use of 

renewable energy sources (including import possibilities) for the Federal Republic of Germany 

as a whole.”600 The required time needed for these studies is why the Commission highlighted 

1990 as the point when a major decision would need to be made.  

Ueberhorst and the Commission devoted the conclusion of their report to outlining the 

state of safety in West Germany’s reactors and offering an ambiguous judgment on the future of 

nuclear energy. The report noted that whether German voters decided to make nuclear energy 

permanent or temporary, the Commission wanted to address whether West German safety 

standards at reactors and storage sites were adequate. After testimonies from their engineering 

experts, the Commission concluded that “with regard to reactor safety and waste disposal…. the 

use of nuclear energy is justifiable.”601 But in their final remarks, the Commission refused to 

issue a decisive statement about nuclear energy and instead offered a rather indecisive ending. 

The Committee’s conclusion stated: 

Therefore, our analyses show: 
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— on the one hand, that certain successes in realizing energy-saving possibilities and in 

the use of renewable energy sources, as well as certain developments in economic growth 

and the structural composition of the economy, could make it possible to dispense with 

nuclear energy in the longer term; 

— on the other hand, that structural change and growth in the economy, as well as actual 

energy-saving successes, could also develop in such a way that the long-term use of 

nuclear energy cannot be dispensed with.602 

 

These conclusions were in line with Ueberhorst’s preface about generating a public conversation 

around nuclear energy, rather than the one that happened only among Schmidt’s Nuclear Cabinet 

Committee and Nuclear Council. But they lacked a decisive recommendation for how voters 

should perceive nuclear energy. Nevertheless, Schmidt’s Nuclear Council celebrated the initial 

conclusions about the report. 

 On June 24th, 1980, Dr. Klaus Engelmann, a  representative for the Ministry of 

Economics on Schmidt’s Nuclear Council, submitted his notes to the Minister of Economics Otto 

Graf Lambsdorff regarding the Nuclear Council’s first perceptions to the Enquete Commission’s 

report. Overall, Schmidt and the other Council members felt a sense of relief, due to the fear that 

Ueberhorst’s openly anti-nuclear views would lead to a scathing report rejecting nuclear energy. 

Instead, the Commission’s decision to offer at least one path forward with nuclear energy being 

seen as a “permanent option” was seen as a positive. Engelmann stated to Schmidt and the other 

Council members that “even if this result is not entirely satisfactory, it must be recognized that 

all coalition politicians and all scientists on the Commission… were successfully integrated into 

a compromise.”603 Furthermore, Engelmann noted that due to the nature of the report, both pro- 

and anti-nuclear actors “can use the reports statements to support their positions.”604 Engelmann 

concluded his remarks, judging that “as a first overall assessment, it can be said that the results 
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will probably not lead to any further complications for the expansion of nuclear energy, and may 

even lead to certain simplifications…. Whether this [report] is a success or a compromise that 

suggests nuclear energy is ultimately not viable will only be determined over time.”605 

Engelmann’s notes reflect a positive attitude among Schmidt’s Nuclear Council, but his final 

observation was correct. Over time, Ueberhorst’s vision for nuclear energy to be merely 

transitory would eventually win over the SPD. 

 Overall, Ueberhorst’s vision and the Enquete Commission’s first report are significant 

because it offered a tangible path forward to both meet West German energy needs and unplug 

the nuclear energy supply. While some left-leaning SPD members had called for rejecting 

nuclear energy, Ueberhorst’s Commission provided data for how much energy would be needed 

from renewable sources and energy conservation efforts to meet demands. The Enquete 

Commission also reflected how the anti-nuclear arguments were evolving from the vision of anti-

establishment protestors who viewed Schmidt’s government as “nuclear fascists” to 

establishment politicians adopting these ideas and framing the nuclear energy debate as one of 

preserving West German democracy.  

Furthermore, Volker Hauff’s decision to reform the “Citizen’s Dialogue on Nuclear 

Energy” at the same time reveals that Ueberhorst was not alone in the SPD and its changing 

attitudes surrounding nuclear energy. Both Hauff and Ueberhorst rooted their actions as 

promoting and preserving West German democracy and had completely moved the nuclear 

energy debate away from the actual science of nuclear energy. In doing so, they presented a new 

idea that Schmidt’s heavy handedness in passing nuclear energy laws and restricting the 

conversation to the few on his Cabinet Committee and Council was undemocratic. Hauff and 
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Ueberhorst sought to expand the conversation about nuclear energy to the public and in doing so, 

they elevated many of the talking points of anti-nuclear actors like Robert Jungk. In effect, they 

were legitimizing the idea among the West German political left that to be pro-democracy, one 

had to be anti-nuclear. The timing of their actions is also significant as Schmidt was locked in an 

election campaign and could not risk a heavy-handed response that would split his coalition. 

While their efforts would take time, the seeds were planted. These ideas would only grow as 

after winning reelection, Schmidt would reverse course, expand nuclear energy, and be faced 

with the largest anti-nuclear protest in German history at Brokdorf.  

 

International Events Force Schmidt to Pivot Back to Nuclear Energy 

 On October 5, 1980, West German voters went to the polls and reelected Helmut 

Schmidt’s SPD-FDP coalition. Despite concerns about infighting within the SPD, Schmidt’s 

party gained four additional seats while his FDP partners gained 14 additional seats, giving his 

coalition a 22-seat majority. In the aftermath of this electoral victory, Schmidt also reshuffled his 

cabinet. Notably, he replaced Volker Hauff with Andreas von Bülow as the Minister of Research 

and Technology. Hauff became the Minister of Transport and remained a leader within the SPD. 

While von Bülow was not as skeptical of nuclear energy as Hauff was, he was not interested in 

reorganizing the “Citizens’ Dialogue on Nuclear Energy” and left Peter Niederelz in charge of 

the public media campaign.606 
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Schmidt’s gamble to soften his stance on certain topics like atomic energy to maintain 

party unity had paid off, but even the media observed the issues that were on the horizon for 

Schmidt’s new government. The New York Times foreign correspondent John Vinocour reported 

that despite “avoiding future promises and bright visions of the future during his successful 

campaign for reelection, Chancellor Helmut Schmidt seemed to be suggesting what… will be the 

next four years in office will look like: West Germany will tend to react to events more than it 

will seek to initiate change.”607 Vinocour’s article noted that there were increasing tensions 

between the SPD and FDP on public spending as well as calls for union workers reform, but 

there were also emerging tensions over energy policy. The article continued, “Decisions must 

also be made about energy policy. Because of the disputes about atomic reactors, no new nuclear 

powers plants have been built in West Germany since 1977. The Chancellor must soon make up 

his mind on the issue.”608  

Lastly, Vinocour noted that many West German economists feared that a recession was on 

the horizon and energy prices for oil could once again skyrocket. Just 13 days before the West 

German federal elections, Iraqi armed forces invaded Iran in response to Iranian units shelling 

Iraqi border stations. This marked the beginning of the Iran-Iraq War and caused a plethora of 

anxieties for what it would do to the politics of the region as well as on oil prices.609 While 

Schmidt’s electoral victory bought them another four-year term, Schmidt’s government was 

immediately thrown into a potential energy crisis. 
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 On November 11, 1980, Schmidt sought to outline his coalition’s agenda and quell West 

German anxieties. On the international stage, there were concerns about the ongoing Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan, the Islamic Revolution in Iran, the Iran-Iraq War, and ongoing tensions 

between the USSR and USA. The West German economy was also facing a recession. For the 

first time under Schmidt’s Chancellorship, West Germany had a trade deficit of almost 28 billion 

Deutsche Marks, and unemployment numbers officially surpassed more than 1 million and 

continued to grow.610  His speech, which would later be termed the “Courage for the Future” 

speech, sought to acknowledge the crises but to also provide a vision for how to proceed.  

On the floor of the Bundestag, Schmidt reminded his listeners that “we have numerous 

sources of supply, but high prices for petrol and natural gas, as well as supply risks caused by 

world politics will leave their mark on the entire 1980s… The federal government has prepared 

for this. The goals of our policy are and remain: away from oil, economic and rational use of 

energy, priority for domestic coal, and limited expansion of nuclear energy.”611 After his electoral 

victory, Schmidt was shifting his rhetoric back to expanding nuclear, although in a limited 

fashion. But Schmidt appeared to be cognizant of being precise with his rhetoric and continued 

on that:  

Both the economy and the state face major financial challenges. There is broad international 

agreement on the necessity of the peaceful use of nuclear energy. The federal government 

considers a further expansion of nuclear energy to be justifiable from a safety point of view 

and necessary for the foreseeable future, at least the next few decades. Therefore, I advocate 

for a limited expansion of nuclear energy – of course, with safety being given priority.612 
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Schmidt marketed his decision to expand nuclear energy as an economic necessity but also as 

one that was in line with other nations. Furthermore, he used the Bundestag Enquete 

Commission’s report, which deemed the current safety standards within the Federal Republic as 

“reliable”, as a justification to pursue an expansion to nuclear energy. Nevertheless, Schmidt 

rejected “the notion of pursuing an expansion of nuclear energy ‘without ifs and buts.’ Nuclear 

energy must not be foisted on the public; its expansion requires a broad democratic consensus. 

The Federal Government regards the report of the Bundestag Enquete Commission as an 

important contribution to making the public debate more objective.”613 Therefore, with his 

government facing a massive trade deficit, economic recession, and potential energy crisis, 

Schmidt reversed his position on the 1979 SPD nuclear energy platform agreement. While all of 

the major parties were proponents of nuclear energy, the anti-nuclear movement was growing 

among the political left and Schmidt’s party was increasingly becoming split over the issue. 

Despite this growing tide of nuclear skepticism, Schmidt moved to resume construction at 

Brokdorf, the largest West German nuclear reactor project, in February 1981.  

The Battle over Brokdorf 

 With multiple crises on the horizon, 1981 began with Schmidt’s Nuclear Cabinet 

Committee meeting and offering recommendations to the Chancellor to proceed with 

construction of a nuclear reactor at Brokdorf. Prior to this meeting, the mayor of Hamburg, 

Hans-Ulrich Klose, had publicly and formally requested that the Schmidt government adjust its 

original plan and convert the Brokdorf nuclear reactor site to a coal-powered plant instead.  

On January 21, the Nuclear Cabinet Committee deliberated and made two major 

recommendations. First, they recommended that the budget for the Citizen’s Dialogue on 
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Nuclear Energy be increased, per Niederelz’s request. Specifically, the funding would go to 

expanding publication for “written materials such as… the continuation of the magazine Energy 

Discussion as the main focus, and possibly the opening of a new series of publications and 

advertisements.”614 The Cabinet Committee recommended allocating more than 5 million more 

DMs to allow Energy Discussion to reach more viewers. Second, the Committee took the formal 

steps of recommending that Schmidt’s government move forward with the Brokdorf reactor and 

support the DWK’s application for a new reprocessing and storage facility in the state of 

Hesse.615 These steps were significant because they indicated a major increase in reliance on 

nuclear power for West Germany.  

 Dr. Schmidt-Küster, the chair of the committee, recognized that the decision could be 

politically contentious but emphasized the economic benefits to Schmidt. Schmidt-Küster 

specifically noted that “the planned plant for Hesse will be financed exclusively by industry 

without federal funding. The planning and construction costs amount to approximately 5 billion 

DMs.”616 He continued that the “Hessian state government has… decided to accept the DWK’s 

application for a [reprocessing and long-term storage] plant.”617 Similar to what had developed at 

Gorleben, however, Schmidt-Küster and the Nuclear Cabinet urged the Chancellor to begin 

supporting this effort publicly and to do so early on.  

The Cabinet Committee then concluded that given the “potential for an energy shortage”, 

it was also necessary to move forward with nuclear reactor constructions instead of coal-powered 

plants.618 The reactor site at Brokdorf had sat idle since Schleswig-Holstein court moratorium 
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had frozen construction in 1977. With the reprocessing site at Gorleben under construction, 

international deals in place to handle nuclear waste for the time being, and the permits for reactor 

construction still valid, the criteria to begin construction at Brokdorf was met.619 Furthermore, 

the site at Brokdorf would be the first of a new generation of reactors that could produce 1.4 

million kilowatts, and Schmidt-Küster and the Nuclear Cabinet Committee reasoned that West 

Germany could not continue to develop and export a new generation of reactors if they did not 

build them domestically.620  

Schmidt approved this course of action and five days later, met with Klose, the mayor of 

Hamburg, Klaus Mathiesen, the mayor of Kiel and Gerhard Stoltenberg, Minister-President of 

Schleswig-Holstein and CDU member. All three regions would receive energy from the plant. 

Der Spiegel reported that during the meeting, Schmidt promised to respect the regional authority 

of these representatives as he viewed the Brokdorf plant as a “regional question.”621 Construction 

was set to begin on February 28, and Stoltenberg promised to have his local police ready to 

protect the site. Mathiesen, after hearing the nature of the project and the Cabinet Committee’s 

recommendations, also agreed with the construction, but Klose showed strong disappointment. 

He expressed reservations that Hamburg already received more than 30% of its supply from 

nuclear and he wanted to diversify the energy supply. Therefore, he urged for the construction of 

a coal-powered plant and threatened to withdraw Hamburg’s support for the construction.622 It is 

also worth noting that any CO2 emissions concerns were not present in this discussion. Schmidt 

made his position clear retorting that if Hamburg withdrew from the Brokdorf project, “Bonn 

would encourage other governmental groups and initiatives to take the place of the Hanseatic 
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city in the project.”623 Schmidt’s efforts to coerce Klose into approving the construction would 

only backfire.  

Der Spiegel, which in these years opposed nuclear energy, devoted an entire edition to the 

controversary surrounding Brokdorf and explained how the decision to build the plant was 

driving a wedge between Schmidt’s social liberal coalition. Following his meeting with Schmidt, 

Klose followed through with his threat to withdraw the support of the Hamburg city government 

for building the nuclear reactor in Brokdorf. On February 2nd, he called for a vote from both the 

Hamburg SPD as well as the Hamburg Senate to withdraw support from Brokdorf, which to 

Schmidt’s chagrin passed.624 Der Spiegel reported on Klose’s decision, noting “Klose… is taking 

his steps on the basis of the SPD’s Berlin party conference decision. The 1979 Social Democratic 

energy compromise was formulated in such a way that … the passage of nuclear energy may 

only be used as a stopgap.”625 To make matters worse, on the same day when Klose and the 

delegates were negotiating how to address the Brokdorf question, 15,000 anti-nuclear protestors 

had gathered outside the Hamburg City Hall. By the end of the day, protestors clashed with 

police and the result was “broken shop windows, looting, paving stone-throwing, and catapult 

shots [of Molotov cocktails] at police, of whom 98 were injured.”626  

Despite Klose’s decision to mobilize the Hamburg SPD and revoke their support for the 

Brokdorf reactor, tensions were rising in the area. Der Spiegel reported that the demonstration 

“in downtown Hamburg could also prove to be a preliminary skirmish of future acts of 

violence… on February 28, 50,000 opponents of nuclear energy plan to demonstrate at 
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Brokdorf.”627 Klose’s resolution withdrawing Hamburg’s support for Brokdorf, combined with 

the protests, now forced Schmidt on the defense and raised questions surrounding nuclear energy 

back to national headlines. 

Schmidt was briefed about the situation developing in Hamburg and made two significant 

decisions the following week: to double down on nuclear power, and to approve the request for 

more than 10,000 federal police officers with helicopters, riot gear, and tear gas to prevent anti-

nuclear protestors from gaining control of the Brokdorf site. In a meeting with his Minister of 

Economics, Otto Graf Lambsdorff reiterated to the Chancellor that the government was facing 

rising unemployment numbers, a major trade deficit, and an energy supply crisis with oil prices 

expected to rise.628 Pivoting away from nuclear energy when the Brokdorf site would mark the 

beginning of a new line of more productive and efficient reactors would mark a significant blow 

to the West German nuclear industry. Schmidt agreed and in a press conference, he stated that he 

“could no longer endorse the 1979 party conference compromise of keeping open the option to 

phase out nuclear energy…. The energy landscape is totally different and… the party conference 

resolutions would simply have to be changed.”629  

Schmidt’s decision marked a policy shift from Schmidt’s campaign policies and nuclear 

skeptics within Schmidt’s party viewed this as a betrayal. Der Spiegel castigated Schmidt and 

emphasized that “even if Schmidt now acts as if the Brokdorf conflict does not concern him, he 

knows what is coming…. The northern German SPD is in an open revolt against the policies of 

his federal government… and an advisor to the Chancellor advises that… there is a great danger 
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that the Social Democratic party will be opened up like a zipper from the north.”630 While it is 

important to note that Der Spiegel carried a staunch anti-nuclear bias, their reporting about the 

intraparty tensions were accurate. Readers would have observed this with Klose’s revolt in 

Hamburg and the developing crisis within Schmidt’s SPD and would have seen the photos 

(Figure 1) of police units flooding into the area.  

 

Figure 15: Image from Der Spiegel with the caption: Police deployment against demonstrators in Brokdorf: “The construction 
site must become a meadow again.” - HIS_P_44_1: “Wichtigste Entscheidung seit 20 Jahren” 

Schmidt’s second significant decision made in response to the Hamburg developments 

was to provide more than 10,000 officers to assist Minister-President Stoltenberg’s state police in 

Brokdorf. Schmidt was briefed by his Minister of the Interior, Gerhart Baum, of reports from the 

Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution (Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz – BfV) 

that expressed serious concerns about far-left “K-Groups”, and anarchist groups advocated using 

the Brokdorf protest “for violent action against nuclear energy.”631 In particular, Baum pointed 
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out that BfV’s reports noted that “the majority of K-Groups, as well as the Trotskyites and 

orthodox communists, concentrated on a broad action alliance for this mass demonstration at the 

Brokdorf nuclear power plant on February 28.”632 Other leftist organizations like the German 

Communist Party (DKP), which the BfV had noted were being funded by the Soviet Union since 

at least since 1975, “claimed that it was ‘active and mobilizing forces of the movement against 

the nuclear power plant in Brokdorf’ and was ‘mobilizing all its resources.’”633  

The report concluded with confidence that the far-left groups, specifically naming the 

New Left, and DKP, had “called upon [their followers] to express ‘their ideas of resistance… on 

February 28 in Brokdorf.’”634 While this language was rather ambiguous, the BfV was concerned 

about the possibility of the Brokdorf protests turning violent and recommended that Schmidt 

dispatch federal police officers. It is also worth noting that in 1977 when the first wave of 

Brokdorf protests broke out, Stoltenberg’s theory of having a heavy police presence deterred 

widespread violence. Overall, Schmidt approved the use of federal troops, helicopters, non-lethal 

rubber bullets, tear gas, and helicopters and permitted them to begin cordoning the construction 

site with barbed wire and fences to prevent police forces from losing control of the area. Just as 

soon as they arrived, however, West German media outlets such as Der Spiegel, Die Zeit, and 

other newspapers published images of German police officers using helicopters and portraying 

this as if it were a military operation. (Figure 2). 
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Figure 16: Polizeieinsatz gegen die Demonstration gegen das AKW Brokdorf,  Hans Weingartz, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Brokdorfdemo.jpg 

 

The following day, Schmidt recognized the escalating tensions and gave an interview 

with Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger, the largest newspaper in Cologne and the surrounding Ruhr area. 

The Chancellor explained his sharp shift in policy and why he believed expanding nuclear 

energy was vital again instead of simply relying on coal and energy conservation efforts. 

Schmidt was asked directly about whether a nuclear phaseout was possible and whether he 

considered “abandoning nuclear the option of nuclear energy to be obsolete due to changed 

data?”635 Schmidt replied that “I consider it extremely unlikely that this [a nuclear phaseout] can 

ever be achieved…. I see the huge programs of the Soviet Union, in the GDR [East Germany], in 

France, Belgium and in other states. These are not crazy people. These governments are of the 
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most diverse political origins, but they are all trying to imagine the future of energy supply of the 

world correctly.”636 Schmidt’s answer reflects his previous insistence on looking to the 

international community and how these various nations had not rejected nuclear energy. He had 

reiterated this in the aftermath of the Three Mile Island accident and was again stressing the 

importance of West Germany not pursuing an energy path without nuclear on its own. 

The interviewer then pressed Schmidt on his broken promise. Schmidt had agreed to not 

expand nuclear in the 1979 Party Congress and the interview noted “but this option [not 

expanding nuclear energy and considering a phaseout] was a key point of one of your party’s 

resolutions on energy policy, was it not?”637 He emphasized how much the international energy 

situation had changed and that, despite these changes, he still prioritized safety. He retorted:  

Yes, that’s right, I told my party leadership that if such a decision were to be debated 

again today, the second oil price explosion has taken place… it does not seem realistic for 

me to agree again with such an option…. But we have to be careful not to fall back to the 

opposite extreme: nuclear energy at any price… this proposition I still vehemently reject. 

Nuclear energy is one part, and I consider it an indispensable part of our energy 

supply.”638 

Schmidt’s reply shows that he was trying to balance the party interests with the question of 

energy supply but given the crises that his government was facing, he felt that turning away from 

nuclear energy was no longer possible. The last question of the interview also revealed that he 

was not eager to extend an olive branch to the nuclear skeptics in the SPD. The Chancellor was 

asked about his decision to reverse course. The interviewer inquired, “You said that the situation 

has changed in such a way that, for you personally, the option of phasing out nuclear energy no 

longer applies…. But this is of course, a hot button issue for a significant portion of your party 
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and undoubtedly for a portion of the electorate as well. Would you like to clarify?”639 Here 

Schmidt could have emphasized, like he had in the past, that he understood the concerns of 

nuclear skeptics and recognized the complexity of this decision. Instead, he remarked, 

“Unfortunately, that is true. But I would be a poor Chancellor and an untruthful person if I tried 

to conceal what I believe to be true.”640 This response, like other interviews he had given, 

reflected that Schmidt disagreed with the anti-nuclear concerns and was dug in on his position to 

reverse course and prioritize nuclear energy. 

Overall, Schmidt’s decision to reverse course and expand nuclear energy, approve the use 

of federal police troops at Brokdorf, and his Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger interview are telling of his 

position in early 1981. Schmidt was dedicated to proceeding with the Brokdorf reactor and 

emphasized that other nations were not wary about nuclear energy despite accidents like Three 

Mile Island. Furthermore, Schmidt was facing major crises domestically with unemployment and 

energy prices. He could ill afford to delay this project and the energy production it would 

provide.   At the risk of splitting his party and inciting massive pushback from nuclear skeptics 

and the anti-nuclear activists, Schmidt proceeded with the Brokdorf reactor. 

 

Police and Protestors Clash at Brokdorf 

As the demonstration neared, Gerhard Stoltenberg, Minister-President of Schleswig-

Holstein and his cabinet made the executive decision to place a ban on demonstrations in the 

Brokdorf area, citing “concerns for widespread violence.”641 This ban strategically gave state and 
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federal police the right to arrest demonstrators for violating the state government’s decree and 

was surprisingly upheld in an emergency ruling from the state court of Schleswig-Holstein.642  

 Despite the administrative deterrent and the freezing cold temperatures, on February 28, 

more than 100,000 protestors, almost 40,000 more than had been anticipated, marched in the 

village of Brokdorf and around the site. Arrayed against them were more than 10,000 heavily 

armed police officers, the largest police operation in West Germany up to that point.643 In 

addition to the protestors and police, journalists from Germany and abroad flocked to the village 

and site to see what would transpire and were shocked by what transpired.  

The New York Times even reported that while the morning remained calm, violence 

eventually broke out in the afternoon when protestors began attacking the police. At about 3 P.M. 

“demonstrators bombarded policeman guarding the main gate of the building site with gasoline 

bombs and stones. The police, armed with Plexiglass shields and backed by 12 trucks with water 

cannons forced demonstrators back across the frozen field. During the fighting helicopters 

moved the police around the field.”644 Additionally, German and British media stations captured 

footage of the police flying their helicopters so low to the ground and tilting the helicopter in 

such a way to cause protestors to flee out of fear of the rotor blades.645 This was combined with 

armored cars followed by police squadrons shooting cannisters of tear gas or armed with fire 

hoses to disperse the crowds. According to newspapers, “The police said there were injuries on 

both sides, but they said they could not immediately provide figures…. The police also said their 
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tactic had been to "play" with the demonstrators in order to tire them and prevent them from 

moving on nearby town and possibly causing damage there.”646 Despite police officer’s concerns 

that fighting would continue into the evening, the protesters dispersed and the Brokdorf site 

remained in control of the police. Construction would resume promptly, but the images of the 

clash at Brokdorf were polarizing and West German media immediately covered the clash. 

West German media heavily covered the protests and aftermath to West German voters. 

Der Spiegel reported in an article titled “Flexible Tactics”, that both the government and anti-

nuclear protestors were “reporting victory” and that “one thing is certain: there is total confusion 

in all camps. The fight over the symbolic site has raised dozens of legal questions, to which there 

appears to be no answer.”647 The article framed the clash at Brokdorf as one with serious legal 

ramifications. The police had been given the authority to act by the Chancellor and the courts, 

but Der Spiegel posed the question to its readers that “were the police allowed, as they did, to 

carry out preventative checks on citizens as far away as… Bavaria? Was the complete roadblock 

in Wilster March [where the Brokdorf site was located], which even prevented locals from 

driving in and out, justified by citing the need to ‘avert the danger of violence’?”648 Many of 

these questions were reminiscent of the concerns that had been raised in the Energy Discussion 

magazine that Volker Hauff had approved of and was now publishing. Namely that anti-nuclear 

activists contended that a police state would form in conjunction with the nuclear energy 

program. Der Spiegel was not alone in their critical coverage. 
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Die Zeit, another prominent newspaper, published an article titled “The Constitutional 

State in Danger?” in which the author, Marion Gräfin Dönhoff emphasized the lawlessness that 

was on display by both sides.649 Dönhoff continued by asking “what is this state coming to… 

who issues a ban for 70,000 people” and yet at the same time, “are grateful that… only 128 

police officers were injured, two water cannons destroyed, and only the building of a sewage 

treatment plant was set on fire?”650 Furthermore footage of the police actions were shown on the 

nightly news of the ZDF (Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen) in which German viewers saw the 

helicopters diving low to break up protestors.651 Despite these concerns, Schmidt spoke on the 

floor of the Bundestag on March 19, stating that he wanted to “explicitly praise the prudent 

behavior of the police in Schleswig-Holstein… in the events of February 28 in Brokdorf.”652 The 

construction at Brokdorf resumed and while Schmidt and his pro-nuclear wing had won the day, 

it had cost him a significant amount of trust within his party and bolstered the far left anti-

nuclear wing of his SPD.  

Schmidt Dramatically Expands Nuclear Until his Chancellorship Collapses 

As tensions slowly calmed down, and construction on Brokdorf resumed following the 

demonstration, Schmidt’s vision for expanding nuclear energy appeared to have won the 

moment. In the immediate days after Schmidt’s victory at Brokdorf, the Nuclear Cabinet and 

Council recommended expanding domestic reactor construction and reactor exports. In March 

1981, the Nuclear Cabinet prepared a report for the Chancellor in which they formally 

recommended that “to improve the domestic energy supply and to achieve and maintain an 
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adequate market share in the export of nuclear power plants… the experts recommend that the 

BMI [Ministry of the Interior] and licensing authorities simplify the verification of compliance 

and licensing procedure.”653  

Furthermore, the Cabinet Committee called for “the rapid expansion of nuclear energy to 

cover the base load in electricity supply” as well as the “continuation of intensive efforts to 

export nuclear power to improve the balance of payments.”654 Dr. Schmidt-Küster, the chair of 

the Cabinet Committee, explained that pursuing this investment would mean “clearing the 

investment backlog in the area of power plant construction.” Essentially, if the Schmidt 

government continued with the other 15 total reactor, reprocessing, and long-term storage sites, 

in addition to pursuing more international orders, it was not out of the realm of possibility to see 

a return on investment in the near future of “at least 15 billion DMs.”655 This return could offer a 

massive boon to Schmidt’s government as he sought to address West Germany’s trade deficit,  

lower unemployment numbers, and avoid an economic recession. The other important 

development that Schmidt-Küster relayed to the Chancellor was that the United States had 

communicated to West Germany that it was much less interested in relaxing international 

regulations of nuclear reactors under the Reagan administration.656 Therefore, the Chancellor 

approved this course of action for a massive increase in reactor construction for foreign and 

domestic goals and would publicize his plan the following month. 

While Schmidt was expanding his nuclear energy program, he was also amid a drawn-out 

battle within his party to corral support to approve the increased presence for American missiles 
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in West Germany as the Cold War tensions heated up. Yet, on April 19, he sat down with the 

Lower Saxony Daily Newspaper for another interview. Schmidt sought to clarify why he had 

decided to expand nuclear energy and his ambitions to complete West Germany’s nuclear fuel 

cycle once and for all. The article was titled “There is No Way Around Nuclear Energy (Kein 

Weg vorbei an Kernenergie) after one of Schmidt’s statements.  

Schmidt announced that his government was moving forward with a reprocessing and 

long-term storage sight in the state of Hesse, like the design that been proposed at Gorleben.657 

He stressed that it was imperative for West Germany to secure its nuclear waste as well as create 

a processing center that could recycle spent fuel rods from reactors. For Schmidt and the federal 

government, “it is without a single doubt that we must have our own reprocessing plant. It we 

were to do without it, we would not only jeopardize our cooperation with other countries in the 

development of nuclear technologies, but we would also… become dependent on other 

countries…. We must have our own nuclear technology at our own disposal for our own jobs.”658 

Once again, Schmidt was stressing the importance of self-sustainability with a nuclear fuel cycle 

but tensions continued to grow with news of Brokdorf, and Schmidt’s nuclear energy expansion 

drew sharp rebukes. 

In response to the Schmidt government’s decision to close the fuel cycle and build more 

reactors, members of his party began to resign or openly resist the atomic energy program. Most 

notably, in late May, the Mayor and Minister-President of Hamburg, Hans-Ulrich Klose, publicly 

announced his resignation from his leadership position. This was a drastic response. Schmidt’s 

program was becoming so controversial that one of the eleven minister-presidents of West 
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Germany, a member of Schmidt’s own party and part of an SPD stronghold, had resigned rather 

than remain in line with the program. Amidst the national nuclear energy debate and Schmidt’s 

decisions at Brokdorf, Klose stated “I have decided to resolve the conflict in the only way that 

seems consistent to me: by resigning.”659 Der Spiegel recounted the story to its readers and noted 

that “Klose’s resignation is a signal to young voters…. His resignation makes it clear that the 

conflict over energy policy and ecological issues has become a crucial test for the West German 

Social Democrats.”660 But Klose was not alone.  

The Der Spiegel Article continued to illuminate how more members of the SPD were 

internally revolting. In Schleswig-Holstein, where Brokdorf was under construction, Klaus 

Matthiesen, the leader of the state SPD also signaled his frustration with Schmidt’s initiatives 

and announced that he would not run in the next state elections “in view of the rift between the 

Chancellor and the Kiel SPD.”661 In Hesse, where the Schmidt government had decided to move 

forward with the new long-term storage and reprocessing site, Holger Börner, had announced 

that he would “put the question of confidence to the state SPD at a special party conference”, 

which would in effect let the local party decide instead of the Chancellor.662  

Schmidt refused to back down. With growing tension in his party over nuclear energy 

and NATO missile talks in late May, Schmidt threatened to resign as Chancellor. This response 

garnered international attention as even The New York Times reported on the developing crisis, 

noting “Mr. Schmidt's aim in publicly warning of his own resignation is to cut the trend short 

while there is enough time for the more moderate members of the party, particularly in the trade 
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unions, to organize a counteroffensive.”663 Schmidt was only eight months into his term and yet, 

the Times reported that “Public opinion surveys indicate that he is held in lower esteem than Mr. 

Brandt was when he resigned in 1974.”664 Nevertheless, Schmidt proceeded despite his party and 

atomic energy program bleeding support.  

 In October, the Chancellor finally received good news as his Nuclear Cabinet reported a 

string of lucrative nuclear reactor sales with Taiwan and Egypt.665 The deal with Taiwan, which 

his Cabinet valued at 2 billion DMs, was vital in gaining a foothold in the Asian nuclear reactor 

market. Furthermore, his cabinet stressed the need to “create opportunities for our domestic 

industry through the export sector” and to also accept a reactor deal with the Egyptian 

government.666  

On October 14, the Egyptian state-run newspaper Al-Ahram (The Pyramids) hailed the 

agreement with pictures of its Minister of Electricity and Energy, Mohamed Maher Abaza, in 

Bonn. Egyptian readers were told “an agreement for nuclear cooperation between Egypt and the 

Federal Republic of Germany has been signed.”667 Furthermore, the newspaper elaborated that 

the final agreement would allow “Egypt to learn about German expertise in the field of nuclear 

energy and… that we expect to obtain two nuclear reactors, each with a capacity of 2,000 

megawatts.”668 The terms of the agreement further explained that West Germany would provide 

two top of the line pressurized water reactors, like the one at Brokdrof, to the Republic of 
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Egypt.669 The plan for these reactors was to have them completed by 2000 and funded from 

“revenues from oil sales… with 500 million US dollars already earmarked.”670 While lucrative, 

the agreement also represented an interesting full-circle moment for Schmidt and the 

development of nuclear energy in West Germany. Schmidt’s program had started in response to 

the politics in the Middle East and questions over West Germany’s reliance on oil. Now it was 

the Schmidt government that was supplying nuclear technology to the Middle East and funded 

by oil revenue. The reactors, however, would never be completed as after Chernobyl, the 

Egyptian government would freeze these construction sites and never finish the project. In the 

moment, however, this deal marked the last public victory for Schmidt’s policies.  

 The Chancellor’s Nuclear Cabinet and Council would both meet one last time in June 

1982, five months before Schmidt was voted out of office when his FDP allies formed a new 

coalition with the CDU/CSU. The frequency of the meetings was indicative of just how fractured 

Schmidt’s coalition had become in the final year of his Chancellorship. The Nuclear Cabinet 

recommended that the Chancellor continue to allocate funding to reactor research and the 

development of a new experimental thorium reactor as well as continuing to oversee the 

construction of the storage and reprocessing site in Hesse.671 The Nuclear Cabinet, however, 

staffed by politicians who advised Schmidt about how to turn the cabinet’s recommendations 
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into policy, represented the sharp divide between Schmidt, his own party, his FDP coalition 

partners, and the CDU/CSU alliance.  

While the Council had worked closely together since 1977, the last meeting in June 1982 

saw Helmut Kohl and Franz Josef Strauss -- the leaders of the CDU and CSU – refuse to 

attend.672 Furthermore, the original SPD representative, Herbert Wehner, had resigned from the 

Council and the party sent a different representative. Klaus Engelmann, a representative from the 

Ministry of Economics, described the meeting, noting “The ‘sword of Damocles’ hung over 

today’s meeting of the Nuclear Council”, in describing the tensions over how to proceed with 

nuclear policy.673 In the end, no conclusion was reached, and no resolutions were proposed for 

the nuclear energy program. Furthermore, tensions only continued to escalate between Schmidt 

and his FDP coalition partners as the Euromissile debate further ruptured the SPD about whether 

nuclear weapons should be stored in West Germany. The majority of the SPD was against this 

proposal, but Hans Dietrich Genscher, and his FDP party were in favor of this motion and moved 

closer to forming an alliance with the like-minded CDU/CSU allies. Schmidt’s coalition 

government broke apart five months later, and his nuclear program would fall to a new coalition 

that would ultimately have to decide on how to proceed. 

The SPD Envisions a New Energy Future without Nuclear 

 On October 1, 1982, Schmidt was successfully ousted in a no-confidence vote triggered 

by the FDP’s decision to form a new coalition government with the CDU/CSU.  alliance. Just 

two years after winning reelection, his SPD-FDP coalition collapsed. Differences in economic 

philosophy and Hans Dietrich Genscher’s support for the NATO Doubletrack decision in 
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response to the Soviet Union’s increasing missile arming, in contrast to the majority of the SPD, 

meant the FDP party moved to form a new coalition with CDU/CSU coalition under Helmut 

Kohl.  

Schmidt agreed to resign from the SPD leadership after the vote of no confidence and in 

doing so, left his nuclear legacy in the hands of a younger generation of nuclear skeptics. The 

party quickly voted to appoint Hans-Jochen Vogel, the leader of the SPD in the Bundestag, as its 

new party leader. Vogel in turn appointed Volker Hauff, the nuclear skeptic and chief architect 

behind the reorganization of the “Citizens’ Dialogue on Nuclear Energy”, as the Deputy 

Chairman of the SPD and placed him in charge of the party’s Environmental and Energy Policy 

task force.674 Hans-Ulrich Klose, the former mayor of Hamburg who resigned to spite Schmidt’s 

nuclear energy program, also moved into the role of the leader of the SPD in the Bundestag.  

Overall, the next generation of SPD leadership was either skeptical of nuclear energy or 

had been scorned in Schmidt’s efforts to establish his nuclear energy grid. While Schmidt had 

been insistent to draw a line between the Greens and the SPD, the younger generation was eager 

to internally reform their party and to begin attracting the younger voters that were flocking 

further left to the newly established Green party.675 Eager to put the divisiveness of Schmidt’s 

policies in the past and armed with Reinhard Ueberhorst’s pathway without nuclear energy being 

permanent, the party began dramatically rewriting its energy policy and moved further left to 

attract the anti-nuclear supporters who had left the party. 
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 Following Schmidt’s ouster, Hauff, Eppler, and even Schmidt’s old nuclear ally and chief 

architect of the nuclear energy program, Hans Matthöfer, changed the party’s orientation on 

nuclear energy. By the end of 1982, Erhard Eppler called for a dramatic shift away from nuclear 

energy and toward renewable energy and energy conservation efforts. Rejecting nuclear energy 

for these ideas was “simpler, cheaper, less dangerous, less intricate, above all more 

environmentally friendly and it creates more jobs to curtail energy consumption rather than 

exploiting new sources of energy.”676 Furthermore, he argued that this would be the way to 

attract younger voters and that this plan could form the basis of a new alliance “between classical 

workers movements and new social movements.”677  

Matthöfer called for a new program that would tax oil imports and consumption with the 

goal of using this revenue to kickstart a workers education program that would prioritize 

expertise in renewable energy sources.678 Hauff would go even further and, in 1985, unveil a 

comprehensive energy proposal plan which he crafted with input from anti-nuclear activists like 

Klaus Traube.679 This plan would not only go on to reject nuclear energy but be the basis for the 

SPD’s call to shut down all remaining nuclear reactors within 10 years.680 The tide had turned 

against nuclear energy in Schmidt’s former party. The news of Chernobyl in 1986 would mark 

the ultimate turning of the tide in public consciousness. 

 

Conclusion 

 
676 Erhard Eppler, “Nicht mit den Gruenen?; ASD, „Hauff Nachlass 39, Kommission fuer Umweltfragen und Oekologie“, 

November 25, 1982. 
677 Gross, Energy and Power, 180. 
678 Ibid., 181. 
679 SPD, Arbeitsprogramm zur oekologosichen Modernisierung der Volkswirtschaft (Bonn: Couric Druck, 1986); Hauff, 

Nachlass, 72, „Kommission fuer Umweltpolitik beim SPD-Parteivorstand...“ October 4, 1984. 
680 Ibid. 



279 
 

The period between Schmidt’s reelection campaign in 1980 and his ousting from politics 

was transformative for nuclear politics in West Germany. During this time, Schmidt had softened 

his position on expanding nuclear energy to maintain party unity. While Schmidt was doing this, 

nuclear skeptics within the SPD, like Volker Hauff and Reinhard Ueberhorst, actively began 

reorienting energy policy and conversations within the SPD and the broader public. Hauff 

reformed the public conversation to expand the anti-nuclear voice and to widely publicize the 

anti-nuclear arguments that expressed fear for West German democracy if Schmidt’s nuclear 

ambitions were expanded. Simultaneously, Reinhard Ueberhorst led the first Bundestag Enquete 

Commission to investigate the necessity of nuclear energy for West Germany. His commission 

concluded that there were two paths forward, one where nuclear was permanent and one where it 

was transitionary, and strongly emphasized the benefits that came with a nuclear decoupling. 

Furthermore, Ueberhorst’s report provided a concrete policy proposal, backed with testimonies 

from experts, that envisioned a West Germany without nuclear energy. 

As these opportunities for nuclear skeptics developed, Schmidt was reelected and made 

the difficult decision to reverse his position on the 1979 SPD nuclear energy compromise. Facing 

an economic recession and energy supply shortage, the Chancellor proceeded to expand his 

nuclear energy program with construction set to resume at the Brokdorf reactor site. This would 

result in the largest anti-nuclear protest in German history as well as the largest police operation 

in Germany up to that point to counter it. While Schmidt and federal police forces claimed 

victory, the images of helicopters swooping low over protestors, police armed with tear gas, and 

armored cars slowly pushing through throngs of people elicited strong rebukes from Schmidt’s 

party members and the public. Schmidt’s actions at Brokdorf seemed to validate the democratic 

concerns that so many anti-nuclear actors had voiced. 
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In response, Schmidt doubled down on the nuclear option for energy. He was aware of 

anti-nuclear support growing and members of his own party, such as the mayor of Hamburg, 

Hans-Ulrich Klose, but in interviews and speeches, he could not envision a world where a 

nuclear energy phaseout was possible for the Federal Republic. In his remaining years in office, 

he expanded nuclear energy deals which brought in billions of DMs for West Germany and 

unemployment numbers lowered with domestic construction, but at significant cost; the younger 

generation of the SPD no longer believed in Schmidt’s nuclear vision. 

Consequently, Schmidt sacrificed the short-term gains for long-term support. As a result, 

when he was voted out of office in October 1982, the next generation of SPD leadership 

immediately began envisioning a new future without nuclear energy. Individuals like Hauff, 

Klose, and Eppler were promoted to party leadership and armed with Ueberhorst’s 

recommendations, began crafting a dramatic policy shift for West Germany that would phase out 

nuclear energy and promote renewable energy. By the time the news of Chernobyl would shock 

the world, support for Schmidt’s vision for a Germany powered by nuclear energy would only be 

supported by the Christian conservatives. Nuclear energy in Germany would linger but it would 

never enjoy the same level of support it had under Helmut Schmidt’s Chancellorship. 

Schmidt had been the champion of nuclear energy for the entirety of his chancellorship. 

Even after Chernobyl, he remained adamant that nuclear energy’s risks outweighed the costs and 

that Germany’s phase out would ultimately be a mistake. Toward the end of his life in 2008, 

Schmidt, who was 90 years old and with a trademark cigarette in hand, gave an interview with 

Die Zeit specifically on his legacy as the “Nuclear Chancellor.” When asked his thoughts on the 

road not taken for Germany and nuclear energy, Schmidt critiqued the path that Germany had 

taken on its own to reject nuclear energy. He stated: 
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I find it amazing that among all the major industrialized countries in the world - from the 

US to China, Japan and Russia - the Germans are the only ones who believe they can do 

without nuclear power. We have practically given up our coal mining, and we have 

almost no oil in our soil, not even off our shores. Therefore, it makes sense for Germany 

to get some of its energy from nuclear power. Of course, nuclear power has its risks. But 

there is no energy and nothing in the world without risks, not even love.681 

He remained convinced that while nuclear energy had its risks, so did other forms and he insisted 

that German safety standards accounted for these risks. When asked whether he felt that he had 

made mistakes or wished that he could’ve changed his approach to nuclear energy during his 

Chancellorship, he defiantly retorted, “Why should I change my mind? It was the right thing to 

do then, and it is the right thing to do now.”682 In concluding the interview, Schmidt still believed 

his party could and should reverse its course on the nuclear phase out. When asked about 

whether his party should abandon the nuclear phase out, he responded “The turnaround is not 

urgently needed at the moment, but it will come at some point.”683 That turnaround has yet to 

materialize. Three years after his interview with Die Zeit, Chancellor Angela Merkel, in the 

aftermath of the 2011 Fukushima Accident, announced her government’s intention to fully phase 

out nuclear energy for the German energy grid. After many delays, on April 15, 2023, almost 50 

years after Schmidt’s government announced its nuclear ambitions, SPD Chancellor Olaf 

Scholz’s government announced the nuclear skeptics’ dream, the shutdown of the last nuclear 

reactor in Germany.  
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Conclusion: Rejecting the Nuclear Option 

 The preceding dissertation has analyzed the political culture, development of energy 

policy, and clash of ideas over nuclear energy.  At the core of my analysis was the question: why 

did West German political leaders, such as Chancellor Helmut Schmidt and the Federal Minister 

of Research and Technology Hans Matthöfer, seek to develop nuclear energy during this time?  

This study has demonstrated that Schmidt’s government developed the Fourth Atomic 

Energy Program with three goals in mind: to reduce West Germany’s reliance on oil imports, to 

position West Germany as a scientific and engineering leader in the nuclear industry, and to 

bolster support in West German democratic institutions by demonstrating their ability to respond 

to the OPEC oil crisis and the residual energy shortage. Despite Schmidt’s and his ministers’ 

efforts to communicate these benefits to the public through their “Citizens’ Dialogue on Nuclear 

Energy” media campaign, nuclear skeptics, predominantly on the political left, countered with 

distrust in the nuclear energy program. Despite this ideological clash, Schmidt succeeded in 

implementing a comprehensive atomic energy program and won the short-term policy battle. By 

the time he left office, West Germany had drastically expanded its domestic nuclear energy 

capabilities, but Schmidt had done so at great cost. In pushing through his program, Schmidt lost 

the long-term battle for support for his program among the public and his SPD colleagues to anti-

nuclear energy advocates.  

Despite Schmidt’s short-term victory, anti-nuclear forces laid the foundations to win the 

public opinion debate. One of their most poignant arguments urged caution against blind trust in 

government figures and experts and connected this hesitation to the painful memory of blind 

trust in the Third Reich. The core of this idea created a strong echo among the political Left who 
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would continue their efforts to convince voters that the dangers of nuclear energy outweighed its 

benefits. 

 From 1974 to 1982, Schmidt and his government advocated for a “technopolitics” that 

would create a nuclear energy grid to provide a majority of the domestic energy supply and to 

convince the public of the program’s necessity. As Hecht, who first used the term 

“technopolitics”, shows in her work, in the 1970s and 80s the French and German governments 

both pursued policies aimed at expanding domestic nuclear reactor industries and exporting them 

to other countries, but the results of these nuclear programs were starkly different.  

As Hecht demonstrates in her work, French leadership invested immensely in becoming a 

technological leader in the field of nuclear energy. French politicians and presidents, such as 

Charles De Gaulle, Georges Pompidou, and Valéry Giscard d'Estaing, also marketed the nuclear 

weapons and energy construction programs as a tale of national redemption after France’s 

humiliation from the Second World War. These elements, combined with stronger French 

presidential authority and substantial financial, political, and public support for the nuclear 

energy program in the immediate postwar period were vital. They also meant France enjoyed a 

longer period for the government and community of physicists and engineers to build trust in 

their programs in contrast to their West German counterparts.  

Yet both nations saw a fledgling anti-nuclear movement and Green Party develop with 

drastically different results. Attributing the French narrative of redemption and restoration in the 

postwar period and differences in each nation’s political structure and executive authority does 

not adequately explain why France has continued to embrace this nuclear energy identity 

whereas Germany has fully rejected it. To understand this difference, we must look deeper at 

what was unique about the German rejection of nuclear energy. 
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My dissertation argues that what was unique about the nuclear energy debate during the 

Schmidt Chancellorship was the centrality of the relationship between politics and the past. 

Building on Jeffrey Herf’s Divided Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys, I argue that 

the Nazi past influenced both the Schmidt government’s decisions to pursue its atomic energy 

program but also the nuclear skeptics and their concerns for the longevity of democratic 

institutions in West Germany if Schmidt’s nuclear program became permanent. 

For Schmidt and his ministers, the 1973 OPEC Oil Price Hike triggered an economic and 

energy crisis for the Federal Republic. Media outlets like Der Spiegel and the Frankfurter 

Allgemeine Zeitung likened the mood to the 1920s crash and Schmidt and his ministers were 

aware of the role the economic crash played in undermining public support for the Weimar 

Republic. Schmidt and his ministers sought to demonstrate that the Federal Republic could 

handle this crisis, and that Social-liberal coalition could begin to take steps that would prevent 

such a crisis from hindering the federal government again by prioritizing nuclear energy as a path 

towards increased energy autonomy.  

But the rule of law and the memory of street fights and protests during the Weimar period 

are also an important elements in understanding the Schmidt government’s motivations. When 

Schmidt and Matthöfer unveiled their program, they were met with increased protests and small 

segments of the nuclear skeptics became increasingly violent in their responses. Schmidt and 

Matthöfer doubled down on their nuclear ambitions, but the Chancellor’s rhetoric also prioritized 

law and order while simultaneously acknowledging the right to protest but not the right to 

violence. I contend that West German leadership, and Schmidt’s speeches in particular, reveal 

anxieties about the violence that was prevalent during the Weimar period and Schmidt’s 
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insistence on demonstrating the government’s ability to preserve order in the face of the anti-

nuclear protests were a product of the memory of the politics of the past. 

The Schmidt government was not the only one who drew on historical anxieties, 

however, and this is apparent in the rhetoric of the nuclear skeptics. In the face of Schmidt’s 

nuclear programs, the arguments that received the most attention were not concerned with 

environmental sustainability but instead were concerned with their fear about the resurgence of 

fascism in a new face, “the atomic state. Pushed mainly by a post-1960s left-leaning generation,  

anti-nuclear activists attacked nuclear energy with arguments that combined claims to counter-

expertise with concerns about the erosion of democratic institutions, interpretations of Nazism 

and a fear of a return to a fascist state. They were underpinned by a resurgence of skepticism 

about unchecked capitalism and modern technology.  

The topic of nuclear energy and arms was essential for the development of these 

arguments because it remained a sensitive topic for West Germans after the Second World War. 

In contrast to French leadership, who eagerly pursued a nuclear weapons and energy program 

with the belief that doing so would provide a renewal of French superiority on the world stage, 

West Germans then, and Germans still today, refuse to develop atomic weapons. West German 

scientific experts publicly expressed their strong stance against the Adenauer government 

pursuing an atomic arms program precisely because of their experience of the Nazi regime and 

distrust of leadership with those powers. While an atomic energy program was possible from a 

technical and engineering perspective, the experts noted that it could pave the way to a nuclear 

arms program. Just the mere possibility that it could pave the road to nuclear weapons was 

enough for public pressure to force the Adenauer government to reverse course. Furthermore, 
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these anxieties about the government having the destructional capabilities of nuclear weapons 

never fully subsided.  

When the Schmidt government moved to dramatically expand its nuclear energy 

capabilities, it underestimated just how powerful these historical anxieties could be. These 

elements, coupled with the emergence of a new generation of leftist students motivated by the 

global events of 1960s, help to explain the core actors of the anti-nuclear movement. 

Furthermore, as Richard Löwenthal observed in his work Der romantische Rückfall, the ideology 

of the 1960s student protests represented the rise of a “new anti-modernist left” that resisted the 

rise of technological modernization. The context of these historical anxieties and these actors 

converging was essential in the development of these events.   

These nuclear skeptics’ arguments found fertile soil when they rooted their opinions as 

part of a larger effort to combat German historical anxieties about the past in the effort to 

preserve German democracy. When the Schmidt government would respond with technical 

answers and data to assuage voters’ concerns about nuclear safety, the anti-nuclear movement 

would respond with emotionally charged rhetoric that emphasized “the Atomic State” or a call 

back to the Nazi period by terming pro-nuclear advocates as “nuclear fascists.”  

The anti-nuclear movement’s lack of trust in the government’s ability to provide safe 

nuclear power, combined with the of its anxieties about the role of technology in Nazi Germany, 

and the emergence of “counter-experts” eventually overwhelmed the Schmidt government’s 

messaging that it could safely carry out a nuclear energy program. Doubts about the feasibility to 

guarantee safety with a nuclear energy program eventually began to creep into Schmidt’s own 

party and grew among leaders within his party until many SPD members called for a future for 

West Germany without nuclear energy. These tensions were further exacerbated in the intense 



287 
 

clashes over the NATO Doubletrack decision and questions about nuclear weapons in West 

Germany.  

Therefore, one of the key differences in explaining why France retained nuclear energy in 

contrast to its German neighbors can be seen in how their national narratives interacted with 

nuclear energy. For France, the public narrative was that nuclear weapons and energy were a path 

to redemption and national independence following the Second World War whereas for Germany, 

the public narrative that won was that nuclear was laced with anxieties and distrust from the 

memory of the Third Reich. Germany’s historical anxieties and the way they were weaponized in 

the nuclear energy debate were unique.  

In the beginning of 1982, Schmidt and his government approved a budget plan for the 

next five years that provided funding for a dramatic increase in nuclear power plant construction 

and a new reprocessing and long-term storage plant. The Nuclear Council also encouraged 

relaxing the standards required for safety permits for the reactors that were under construction 

while also expanding foreign nuclear energy deals. But this dramatic expansion of nuclear 

energy combined with Schmidt’s betrayal of the 1979 SPD nuclear energy party compromise, 

and his hardline response to SPD members who envisioned a nuclear-free West Germany, meant 

that long-term support was severely undermined. Therefore, on October 1, 1982, when Helmut 

Schmidt was voted out of office in a successful vote of no confidence, the next generation of 

SPD leadership that took over held a negative outlook on nuclear energy, and Schmidt’s program 

lacked a successor to carry it forward within his party. SPD leadership instead moved to 

recapture the lost voters who were coalescing around the emerging Green Party, and nuclear 

energy’s future for the SPD was no longer assured. While the succeeding Kohl government 
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would carry on Schmidt’s policies, nuclear energy would never enjoy the level of support it had 

received during Schmidt’s tenure.  

This dissertation has expanded on how the debate over nuclear energy fits into the longer 

scale of German history. Schmidt’s nuclear energy policy was consistently aimed at building a 

strong domestic program that would collaborate with other nuclear powers to improve global 

safety standards. Even in the face of nuclear accidents, like Three Mile Island, Schmidt doubled 

down on nuclear energy and called for a set of global safety standards and increased 

collaboration to reduce accidents and improve safety technology. In that context, this 

demonstrated a strong affirmation of West Germany’s Western and Atlanticist roots. In contrast, 

after the Three Mile Island and Chernobyl accidents, anti-nuclear activists called for West 

Germany to pursue its own unique path and to unplug its nuclear energy grid. Conversely, 

Schmidt emphasized that the world’s largest nations and energy consumers were not 

decommissioning their nuclear power plants and that the answer lay in collaboration, not 

withdrawal. But Schmidt’s view became a minority in his own party, which came to adopt a 

policy of opposition to nuclear power 

This dissertation has also highlighted how the nuclear energy debate fits into the history 

of German ideology, politics of the past, and anxieties surrounding technology and democratic 

institutions. Specifically, my work connects two themes from Jeffrey Herf’s Divided Memory: 

The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys about Dolores Augustine’s Taking on Technocracy: Nuclear 

Power in Germany about the relationship between the role German history played on the politics 

of nuclear energy. As Augustine in her work, the anti-nuclear movement embraced “counter-

experts” who produced arguments against nuclear energy that were rooted in scientific facts, but 

many of these individuals had to create new institutions outside of the traditional academic and 
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professional societies. Furthermore, the anti-nuclear movement enjoyed early support from 

prominent nuclear physicists like Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker, their arguments promoted 

institutional skepticism and eventually alienated traditional experts. Weizsäcker even wrote a 

letter to the Chancellor detailing how he found their arguments to be lacking and his distaste for 

the movement’s use of his name for credibility. My work demonstrates that one school of thought 

within the broader anti-nuclear movement refused to shape their arguments around traditional 

experts and instead embraced individuals like futurologist Robert Jungk and industrialist Klaus 

Traube, who attacked nuclear energy from a political and sociological angle. These nuclear 

skeptics also moved to shape their arguments about the risks associated with these technologies 

and the ramifications for West German democracy. 

Jungk posited the idea of “the Atomic State” and the necessary national security 

apparatus that would obfuscate West German institutional transparency and consequently pave 

the way for an erosion of civil liberties. After the Three Mile Island accident, Jungk was joined 

by a former pro-nuclear industrialist Klaus Traube. Influenced by the Club of Rome’s 1972 

Limits to Growth report, he argued that capitalism’s unrealistic demand for constant growth, 

coupled with the need for increasing energy production, meant that safety in nuclear energy 

would eventually be sacrificed for increased production. Traube instead called for a complete 

revision of West Germany’s energy consumption paradigm that prioritized renewable energy and 

reducing energy consumption and would play a large influence on the younger leaders of the 

SPD like Volker Hauff.  

As the nuclear energy debate progressed, these “counter-experts” were invited to testify 

at hearings and conferences, like in Gorleben or the Federal Enquete Commission for the Future 

Nuclear Energy Policy. Furthermore, they established institutions, like the Öko-Institut in 
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Freiburg, to offer their own institutional credibility to counter experts that testified in favor of 

nuclear energy. When Volker Hauff made the executive decision to feature the opinions of these 

“counter-experts” in 1979, this marked the efforts by the anti-nuclear movement to legitimize 

their experts as a massive success. These efforts slowly professionalized the anti-nuclear 

movement and their “counter-experts” as a valid professional and modern force, despite their 

criticisms of nuclear energy lacking in scientific dialogue. 

In response, Schmidt and his colleagues emphasized the relationship between democratic 

institutions, Enlightenment principles and rationalism, and urged citizens to trust the experts who 

engaged in public hearings like Gorleben. Anti-nuclear advocates retorted by stressing the 

development of what they termed the “Atomic State”, one that lacked transparency, and 

emphasized the corruption of nuclear energy corporations and their role in in developing 

“Atomic fascists.” At the same time, individuals like Reinhard Ueberhorst and Volker Hauff 

channeled their anxieties over nuclear energy into the argument that Schmidt’s Nuclear 

Committee and Council decisions and their conversations were not transparent to the public. 

Consequently, they argued that the way Schmidt carried out his program was anti-democratic. 

These accusations amplified many of the anti-nuclear actors’ accusations and sowed distrust 

among Schmidt’s party, especially among the younger generation of Social Democrats.  

Ultimately, Schmidt’s decision to expand West German nuclear energy triggered a debate 

among experts, politicians, and bureaucrats, but the future of Schmidt’s proposals was decided 

by voters. Schmidt and his administration saw the development of nuclear energy as a necessity 

because, in their view, nuclear energy and its technological and infrastructural developments 

offered a peaceful avenue for West Germany to showcase its status as an emerging world leader 

in science, technology, and international relations. However, the Schmidt government lost the 
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battle for public opinion regarding nuclear energy to those who heard his arguments and rejected 

them.  

Overall, the West German nuclear energy debate offers important lessons regarding how 

political leaders and experts communicate with the public. One primary reason for Schmidt’s 

failure was his government’s ability to effectively communicate their program in a way that 

developed long-standing trust in nuclear energy. Schmidt and Matthöfer recognized that they 

would need to design a public relations campaign, and the subsequent “Citizens’ Dialogue on 

Nuclear Energy” received a significant number of resources. But in conducting their campaign, 

Matthöfer operated under the assumption that nuclear skepticism stemmed from ignorance on the 

issue. Both Schmidt and Matthöfer did not heed feedback from surveys that expressed a large 

amount of frustration was not aimed at nuclear energy or a lack of understanding but instead 

aimed at the way Schmidt’s government carried out the program. When significant numbers of 

protestors clashed with police at Wyhl, Brokdorf, and Gorleben, the national media focused on 

militarized police. The West German media’s coverage of these protests broadcasted anti-nuclear 

talking points and slowly turned the debate away from the science and specifics of nuclear 

energy and amplified the idea that the various clashes as threats to West German democracy.  

It is also important to note that Schmidt’s government was in an unenviable position in 

responding to anti-nuclear protestors. The Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution 

consistently received and relayed reports linking the anti-nuclear movement, far left West 

German terrorist organizations, and funds from the German Democratic Republic and the Soviet 

Union. Furthermore, this report was published annually at a press conference and the publication 

revealed that on the political Left, the anti-nuclear movement was growing and being funded. 

Schmidt’s decision to use heavy police risked alienating the younger generation of voters on the 
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political Left but inaction could have led to more damage or the further delay of his program. So 

in Schmidt’s viewpoint, a heavy police presence was justified but further rallied the political Left 

against him.  

The West German nuclear energy debate revealed the enduring impact on West German 

politics of the 1960s leftist generation. The Chancellor routinely underestimated the political 

strength of emotions and the anti-nuclear actors’ ability to mobilize a national political 

movement that influenced public opinion. Schmidt’s response to many of the concerns expressed 

by SPD colleagues and nuclear skeptics was to emphasize that his government had taken the 

necessary steps to provide safety and to provide data and numbers that backed up these claims 

while urging experts to weigh in on the public debate. Overall, he emphasized that trust in 

experts was adequate to counter the concerns that voters had. These arguments, while effective at 

first, came under scrutiny when the Three Mile Island accident transpired and experts within 

Schmidt’s own government became skeptical of the government’s ability to guarantee safety. 

Rather than assuage concerns, however, Schmidt was stern and forceful in his responses, which 

would ultimately alienate support from party members and the younger generation of leftists.  

In contrast to data and numbers, the anti-nuclear actors prioritized the use of fear and 

skepticism when discussing the government and nuclear technology. These arguments, amplified 

by West German media, used passionately charged language like “the Atomic State”, “Nuclear 

Fascism”, or “Atomic Fascists” when referring to Schmidt’s pro-nuclear actors and argued that 

West German voters’ civil liberties were threatened with each passing nuclear project. While 

these claims were false, by 1982, nuclear skeptics had successfully managed to create an 

ideational bridge within the political Left of a perception between the themes of nuclear energy, 

nuclear weapons and the NATO double-track decision, and the survival of West German 
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democratic institutions. Thus, the political conversations surrounding nuclear pivoted away from 

experts discussing actual technological and scientific questions. The convergence of these 

German historical anxieties and anti-nuclear actors is also noteworthy as the anti-nuclear 

movement capitalized on an up-and-coming generation demands to influence political and social 

conversations both about how history was discussed in West Germany but also the direction the 

nation should progress. 

Eventually Schmidt realized his position was no longer a majority view in his own party. 

His reference to calling the anti-nuclear actors “environmental idiots” and, on multiple 

occasions, threatening to resign from SPD leaderships reveals his increasing frustration with his 

inability to compromise with members of his own party.  But Schmidt consistently doubled down 

and attempted to force his policies through with the conviction that his party would fall in line 

behind him. Ironically, this insistence, which did keep the party unified behind his other 

decisions in times of crisis like the German Autumn of 1977, instead contributed to the downfall 

of his nuclear vision. 

Despite their eventual victory in seizing control of the SPD, the nuclear skeptics and their 

opinions towards nuclear energy, however, were still a minority view in broader German society. 

Schmidt’s success in implementing a nuclear energy grid and taking steps towards diversifying 

the domestic energy supply was continued by the new West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl 

and his CDU/CSU/FDP coalition. While the new nuclear skeptic leadership of the SPD and 

newly emerged Greens called for a nuclear phase out, Kohl and his government defended the 

existing reactors and did not get punished for this in the subsequent elections. It was not until the 

Chernobyl disaster that nuclear energy again became a national conversation yet again. But that 

analysis of the nuclear policy under the Kohl administration and the effect of Chernobyl remains 
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to be completed in a future study. This dissertation has demonstrated that the ideological 

skepticism and ideational bridge between preserving democratic structures and rejecting nuclear 

power began to take form under the Schmidt government and its ambitious atomic energy 

program. Nuclear skeptics, and predominantly those on the political Left, created a powerful 

argument about the fears of the “Atomic State” and while they began as a minority, they created 

a powerful echo and series of historical narratives about their massive protests in Brokdorf, 

Gorleben, and many other protest that would underly future anti-nuclear arguments moving 

forward. 

Ultimately, this dissertation has analyzed the role energy vulnerability played in the 

politics of the Federal Republic of Germany from the first OPEC oil crisis in 1973 to the 

aftermath Schmidt’s Chancellorship and the SPD’s pivot to an anti-nuclear party in the 

immediate aftermath of the Social-Liberal coalition. While anti-nuclear position had not yet 

triumphed, it had enjoyed a remarkable period of growth and was the dominant philosophy of 

two of West Germany’s major political parties, the SPD and the Greens.   

Viewed from perspective of recent years and efforts to reduce CO2 emissions and while 

meeting energy needs, Germany’s decision to abandon nuclear energy is setback.  The nuclear 

energy debate during Helmut Schmidt’s chancellorship serves as a reminder about the 

importance of how democracies communicate their policies with the public. Simply put, the 

question of nuclear energy and its safety was and still is a complex one. A major debate raged for 

almost a decade among experts but was decided by German voters. Governments eager to create 

large scale programs cannot rely on expertise alone or focus on the short-term gain to force their 

policies through. Whether other nations move to reduce CO2 emissions using renewables or 

nuclear, they cannot expect the public to accept the words of experts and data alone as a 
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justification. Government leaders, bureaucrats, and energy experts must educate the public and 

find ways to connect with them. Moreover, with the rise of scientific skepticism, building public 

support in long-term energy and environmentally sustainable policies and how these programs 

are communicated to the public is just as important as the content experts seek to share. 
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