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Abstract 

 

The scientific accomplishment to build an 

atom bomb during the Second World War 

was monumental, but, there is little 

published work that links the importance of 

Canada to the wartime Anglo-American 

atomic research projects, immediate post-

war nuclear policies and defects.1 Therefore, 

one is inclined to underscore Canada’s 

position in the atomic energy field as 

somewhat of little consequence. Canada’s 

membership of the ‘inner ring’ was derived 

from the fact that (1) it had been closely 

associated from the very start with nuclear 

research and the development of atomic 

energy, and, (2) the technological advances 

of atomic energy brought the the Arctic 

region into play.2 These factors set in motion 

a chain of events that piloted Canada into 

the thick of the post-war energy discussions 

on the future of the global nuclear system.3 

As a United Nations/NATO member, both 

the American and British positions on 

nuclear policy were vital to Canada’s 

strategic defence and national interests.4 

Thus, Canada was caught in a conflicting 

crossroad: how to maximize national 

security and minimize risks originating from 

their nuclear energy policies whilst trying to 

promote disarmament objectives. Therefore, 

this study will first seek to fit Canada back 

into the story of Anglo-American atomic 

diplomatic relations during the Second 

World War; secondly, it will appraise the 

direction of Canada’s nuclear policy and 

international control at the end of the war. 

This paper raises the question: Did Canada 

fulfil its obligations under the United 

Nations charter for the maintenance of 

international peace and security effectively?  

Canada, an emerging voice in international 

politics, highly advocated for nuclear 

disarmament in the post-1945 era. There is 

an irony here. After the war, Canada, 

strengthened by the impetus of nuclear 

industrial developments, became ‘the 

uranium factory supplier of choice of atomic 

commodities to stable and unstable 

countries’.5  
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was monumental, but, there is little 

published work that links the importance of 

Canada to the wartime Anglo-American 

atomic research project, immediate post-war 

nuclear policies and defects. New 

interpretations of Canada’s participation in 

campaigns during the war continue to be 

popularized by Canadian historians - 

military history is understandably popular - 

while the story of Canada’s role in the 

interaction of Anglo-American science 

policy and diplomacy remains 

underexplored.6 Therefore, one is inclined to 

underscore Canada’s position in the atomic 

energy field as somewhat of little 

consequence.   

 

Of all the elements in post-war international 

relations, the field of nuclear diplomacy and 

the trappings of nuclear knowledge 

economy were the most novel as compared 

to situations in the past. As we come upon 

the 75th anniversary of the start of the 

Second World War, it presents a unique 

opportunity to exam the major diplomatic 

decisions, the Dominion of Canada, the 

youngest of the three English-speaking 

nations in the North Atlantic Triangle faced, 

as it became the atomic broker in the 

wartime Anglo-American venture to build 

the first atomic bomb.7 This study will first 

seek to fit Canada back into the story of 

Anglo-American atomic diplomatic relations 

during the war; secondly, it will appraise the 

direction of Canada’s nuclear policy and 

international control at the end of the 

conflict.  

 

 

It has been reported that Canada was 

essential to the Anglo-American nuclear 

research project mainly because of its supply 

of uranium and heavy water.8 The records 

available now suggest a different version of 

Canada’s involvement in the atomic 

partnership.9 As it was, Canada’s potential 

supply of uranium and heavy water 

constituted only ‘a limited ticket of 

admission’ to high stakes of atomic 

diplomacy.10 Therefore, this raises the 

question: Why did the United States and 

Britain consider it important to bring 

Canada, a country that “ranked third in 

world production of uranium” and one that 

did not intend to become a nuclear power, 

into the maverick project conducted under a 

cone of secrecy?11   

 

American and British interests in Canada 

can be broadly categorized under three 

headings: commercial, political, and 

defence. That said, Canada had two suitors: 

first, the United States, recognizing the 

importance of Canada’s proximity to the 

Arctic region as an important area of mining 

and international defence strategy, 

especially in future security challenges, 

could not close its doors to Canada if it 

wanted Ottawa to follow Washington’s 

global manual on international politics. In 

the broadest sense, Canada’s geographic 

position, with its east-west expanse from 

both coasts, to its northern Arctic territories, 

made it vital to North America’s security.12 

Secondly, Britain, unable to get the steering 

committee machinery set up with the 

Americans in 1942 looked to Canada, a 

treasure house of natural resources and 
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expanding manufacturing facilities, to 

provide a counter balance to the Americans’ 

thrust to control the development of the 

atomic bomb, and to prevent the Americans 

from getting all the patents arising from 

heavy water research.13 In its definition of 

atomic policy, for Britain, Canada’s 

membership in the North Atlantic Triangle, 

its proximity to the Arctic region, and its 

liaison with the United States (defence and 

trade) set up by the Ogdensburg Agreement 

of 1940 that paved the way for Canada’s 

participation in the atomic project, and the 

Hyde Park Agreement of 1941 provided the 

best mechanism for promoting British 

commercial, political and defence 

interests.14 Taken together these interests 

represented the diverse ways Canada was 

linked to the United States and Britain, 

which allowed the Canadian government to 

act as a de facto mediator and exercise 

influence quite out of proportion to its 

power. But the events themselves were 

much more complex, steeped in history, and 

rife with contradiction.  

 

In 1940-41 the British were well ahead of 

the Americans in theoretical nuclear 

research, however, the ‘pot-bellied 

financiers, with their limitless powers of 

production … aided by their far-superior 

resources …, left the British ruthlessly 

floundering,’ noted Winston Churchill.15 

Americans perceived the British wanting to 

‘cash in cheaply on an immense American 

enterprise; the British, on the other hand, 

perceived the Americans as seeking to 

establish a military and industrial monopoly 

in the atomic field.’16 This became a vexed 

issue in Anglo-American relations, 

prompting complaints by British atomic 

policy-makers in the winter of 1943.  

 

With a breakdown in the talks near certain, 

the question became the course of future 

events. On the main point—sharing of 

information—there could now be little 

doubt; American President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt’s administration was not prepared 

to meet contractual obligations of the 

Casablanca and Trident Agreements of 

1943.  The challenging question for the 

Canadian Prime Minister, William Lyon 

Mackenzie King, was: should Canada 

support Britain and limit resources to the 

United States? Having positioned himself as 

a link between the two western atomic allies, 

King, the first Canadian prime minister to be 

involved in nuclear developments, had a 

simple, economical, and resolute manner of 

dealing with this matter. In the absence of 

any serious negotiating process, King, long 

irritated by what he saw as American foot-

dragging in atomic discussions, and 

Britain’s inability to reconcile the 

conflicting interpretations of the agreements, 

decided in May 1943, that unless they 

reached an understanding, Canada “would 

withdraw from the Montreal project”.17 So, 

King, C. D. Howe, minister of munitions 

and supply, responsible for the Canadian 

atomic project, reminded Britain, first, that 

they were using some of the “Billion Dollar 

Gift and Mutual Aid Fund” to finance their 

part of the Anglo-Canadian Montreal atomic 

research project.18  In dealing with the 

American atomic monopolists, King, a 
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crafty negotiator, used the Eldorado uranium 

production, access to Canada’s large water 

resource, admittance to mining and defence 

centres in the North as leverage to bargain 

for exchange of information. Afterwards, the 

Montreal team gained admission to the 

Chicago Metallurgical Laboratory working 

on the erection of U-235.19 

 

To pool scientific resources and to ensure 

continued collaboration after the war, 

Roosevelt and Churchill signed the Quebec 

Agreement in the summer of 1943.20 

However, American verbal assurances of 

cooperation served as delay tactics to string 

the British along as the Manhattan project 

moved forward and overtook the Montreal 

based Anglo-Canadian atomic venture. 21 

Soon after, the Anglo-American atomic 

partnership was in disintegration. By 1945, 

the Americans had built and tested the 

atomic bomb; the British, in the hope of 

gaining access to the fruits of atomic 

technology and data, surrendered the right to 

veto American use of atomic weapons.22 

Furthermore, the restrictive policies of the 

McMahon Act of 1946 made it difficult for 

Britain to expand its nuclear research to the 

dominions. 23 With the exception of Canada 

‘Washington’, in the words of historian 

Wayne Reynolds, ‘unswervingly opposed a 

separate British atomic programme and, 

with it, the possible development of projects 

in the dominions’.24   

 

When the moment of victory over Japan 

passed, the whole matter of international 

relations relating to atomic energy and 

nuclear disarmament talks was ‘in a 

thoroughly chaotic condition’.25 The time 

had come for Canada to consider more 

permanent questions about future atomic 

policy. The advent of nuclear weapons and 

the requirements of the air defence control 

systems demanded rapid decisions to keep 

pace with the speed and tempo of 

technological advances. As a United Nations 

member, both the American and British 

positions on nuclear policy were vital to 

Canada’s strategic defence and national 

interests.26 In the great nuclear scramble, 

Canada, an emerging voice in international 

politics, was caught in a conflicting 

crossroad: how to maximize national 

security and minimize risks originating from 

their nuclear energy policies whilst trying to 

promote disarmament objectives. 27  

 

 

The early post-war years were a time of 

turmoil and transition in Canada’s defence 

policy. The troubles were caused by a 

disparity between the ends and means.  It 

was a painful process, largely because 

policy-makers were unclear about the way to 

proceed and the means of ensuring Canada’s 

sovereignty in the North, its military 

contribution to its North American and 

North Atlantic alliances. Hence, ‘the Liberal 

government attempted a balance: a very 

close cooperation with the United States, 

including reciprocal access to military 

facilities, in the hope of retaining 

Washington’s broader good will in defence 

collaboration. 28 As a result, Canada, next 

door to a nuclear power house, tended to 

refrain from any serious deviation from 

American defence and nuclear disarmament 
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policies. As a trade-off for access to nuclear 

technology and defence, Canada 

subordinated its foreign policy to the United 

States ‘to maximize security and minimize 

risks’ originating from American nuclear 

policies.29 In the words of Sean Maloney, 

‘Canadian strategic policy up to 1951 was 

geared to the short term and reactive by 

nature.’30  

 

American post-war nuclear energy agenda 

and their Arctic defence policy exposed 

Canada to American political and military 

interference and their economic 

imperialism.31 Indeed, the dependence, a 

military one, became increasingly economic 

and cultural. Canada’s orientation towards 

the United States did not imply a rejection of 

Britain, it derived, somewhat, from 

Canada’s recognition that it could no longer 

rely solely on Britain for security or trade.   

 

 

In an attempt to control the use of atomic 

energy in the post-war world, Canada joined 

United Nations international initiatives and 

entered defence alliances, for example, the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 

in 1949 to solve the problems of security 

and to counter the growing threat of the 

Soviet Union.32 The creation of Canada’s 

long-term alliance commitment to NATO, 

however, ‘was a reactive defense policy’.33 

On the international scene, Canada’s status 

of middle power between East and West 

allowed it to assume the role of a global 

pace setter of peacekeeping missions. But 

did Canada, an emerging voice in 

international politics, fulfil its obligations 

under the United Nations charter for the 

maintenance of international peace and 

security effectively?  

 

In the post-1945 era, Canada, an industrially 

growing nation, highly advocated for 

nuclear disarmament. However, if we look 

at execution, Canada is far away from the 

goals it defined. Canada’s stance toward the 

Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968, extended 

indefinitely in 1995, to prevent the spread of 

nuclear weapons, to which it was a 

signatory, is mixed.34 Despite intentions, 

Canada’s commitment to disarmament has 

been timid. A very strong argument can be 

made that Canada is a contributor to the 

arms race! When Canada made the transition 

to the expanding nuclear reactor market, it 

became ‘the uranium factory supplier of 

choice of atomic commodities to stable and 

unstable countries’ ready to build tactical 

nuclear weapons.35 Canada, competing for 

profitable contracts, sold nuclear knowledge 

and nuclear reactors to India, Pakistan, Iran, 

Iraq and North Korea, to name a few 

countries, with the naïve belief that they 

couldn’t secretly use the reactors to build 

nuclear bombs. The United States and 

Britain are not without spots. During the 

second Cold War period Britain and the 

United States supplied weapons of mass 

destruction to Jordan, Israel, Iraq and Iran, 

thus escalating an arms race in the Middle 

East. This led to a tense period of nuclear 

neighbours ready for war.36 This situation 

still exists today.37  

 

Canada is ‘the initial source of substantial 

amounts of the depleted uranium DU now 
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used routinely in modern “conventional” 

weaponry.’ Some of the DU bombs, used 

during the Iran-Iraq war of 1980-88, had 

their source in the Saskatchewan North. 

According to the World Nuclear Association 

records, in 2008 Canada exported ‘7, 330 

tonnes’ of uranium.38 The Canadian Press 

recently reported that Canada has increased 

since 2011 nuclear weapons exports to 

Bahrain, Algeria, Iraq, Pakistan, and 

Egypt.39 To be sure, countries with access to 

nuclear technology and uranium CANDU 

reactors can gain nuclear capacity.  

 

By way of summation then, the relationship 

between weapons technology and diplomatic 

policies during the war was seen by the 

United States, Britain, and Canada as a 

means of controlling the course of 

international affairs. This unchallenged 

expectation rested on the assumption that the 

bomb would have no limitations as a 

diplomatic weapon. It was not the discovery 

of nuclear fusion that has brought us to 

nuclear power posing considerable threat to 

national security but the economic and 

political development that went hand in 

hand with atomic power.40 Ultimately, their 

inability to create a seamless co-ordination 

of atomic energy policy to meet security 

interests fostered post-war nuclear 

tensions.41 This, in part, lies at the root of 

the nuclear trauma during the second Cold 

War period and the universal security 

challenges gripping the world today as Iran 

and North Korea refuse to reign in their 

nuclear programmes. The use of nuclear 

weapons knows no ethnic, religious, or 

political boundaries. The damage done to 

American, British, and Canadian security by 

their lack of commitment to nuclear 

proliferation is difficult to assess even today. 

On the subject of nuclear proliferation, it is 

yet to be seen what initiatives Canada, the 

only country that can claim to be a member 

of the G-8, G-20 Group, the 

Commonwealth, La Francophonie, and the 

United Nations, will carry out. 
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