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Brief to the Minister of Defence for a meeting with Sir James Hutchison on
the control of nuclear weapons (London, 27 March 1958)
 

Caption: On 27 March 1958, the British Ministry of Defence issues a note for Frank William Mottershead,
senior official in the Ministry of Defence, for the Minister’s meeting with the British Conservative MP Sir
James Hutchinson on the control of nuclear weapons. The brief outlines the circumstances under which the
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) would resort to nuclear war and who would decide when those
circumstances arrive. Concerns are raised that a possible rapid Soviet attack of a NATO member would not
leave enough time for proper consultation on a nuclear retaliation. The note summarises the issues
surrounding the definition of guidelines for the possible use of nuclear weapons under NATO control and
outlines the capabilities of US nuclear forces. The danger of establishing overly precise guidelines is that it
would show any potential aggressor the limits within which it could operate before being threatened by a
nuclear response from NATO and therefore reduce the effectiveness of the Alliance’s nuclear deterrence. The
brief concludes that, for the time being at least, there will be no changes to the existing doctrine prescribed
after the NATO Ministerial Meeting of December 1954, which states that the military is responsible for
drawing up plans for the possible use of nuclear weapons and the civilian authorities are responsible for
deciding whether or not to put them into action.

Source: The National Archives of the UK (TNA). Foreign Office, Political Departments, General
Correspondence from 1906-1966. WESTERN ORGANISATIONS (WU): Western European Union-WEU
(WUW). Control of nuclear weapons. 01/01/1958-31/12/1958, FO 371/137932 (Former Reference Dep: File
1241).
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I t 1s probable t hat Gir James Hutchiaon will ｰｲｯＱ ｩＺ･Ｚ ｾｾｭ［Ｎ｣ ｬＮＮＺＬ｟ｊ＠

to agree with their allies in EU and T aa. formula , or maob1ne17 

ｴｾｲ＠ consultation, befor e r esorting to oll - out nuclear war. Tbia . -
ＮＮＮＮＬＮｾﾷｾ＠

is the poi nt made in bio letter to which tli ;:111 be the repl y. 

It la a Tery delicate question . It reel ly ｾｾ｡｣ｳ＠ two iallUes :-

1 . The Ciroumatanoes in which TO would r eaort t o nucl ear 

wor. 

2. ho decides when thooe o1rcumotanoea obtain. 
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mmber country against o major Bonet aggreaaioa, la 919 
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nuclea r wesp:>no. This rather beg t e ueat1aa1 '"'" 
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o\'erucao bases. Our own 
ou ombor Ｎ ｾ＠

roo race f'or con .. - -t -v:mnand i b ｾ＠ 1ng the1'1lo nuo1 B u11dina up its 

systcr:ia will be 00 Ord ear nr Ond th - 1no tcd w1 th cir target 

4. There has those or th ' so .r r b o American 
, een no di • 

by which aovernm scusa1on 1 
ents would t • n IATO on the i>l'Ooedure 

plano into action ｡ｾ･＠ dcc1a1ona t • l'he "en or putting military 
TO o eral doct 1 

inisterial et.ti r ne enunciated after tbe 
l1g Of COembe 

ie for the militar" r, 1954 still holda viz 1• ｾ＠ 0 anders t ·• • 
G o draw u 1 
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interpret this as p tboae plane into action • 
meaning that th • 

to the use or nuclea e reapona1bil1t7 tor reeortflla 
r weapons roats w1 th 

which possess them 1 thoae oountr1ea 1a ｊｾ＠
.e. u . ... . and U Tbi 

sense so long as the u S • • a 4oatr1no ••Ieee mi.Utt I 
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The introduction or I •• • • 8 an4 '8at1oal •"-'• ••FI 1 

for 61\CEU 's • ... roes ... .., , toreaba4owed 1 t .. -n ... 00'11*1Dlfl'le hll.Odas 

l ATO Ministerial eeting last eo•bv (c.I 339 n. 
meanu that ,_,,. • • IO _. 2t) 

other NATO countries bell14•• u. • ... u.s. w111 

e er&'en and tbi1 will .... pll•t• tlle •••U• contribute to the d t t 

ot control. It is probable that other oomatl'l•• wt.11 ladat oa 

arrongements for pl'ior Joint conaul'8t1oD aStdlal' to .. u.., 

with the . s . GoTernment t "the uae or u.a. 8801..., ｾ ＱＱＱ＠ '•••I 
on tbe • · • ｴｾｲ＠ tbe contr 1 the I . R. B •• 1 to It• 4eploJ'e4 • -

nder the cMahon Aot, eYzr 11" tt le 

modif'ied •• now propoaed, • ... • nuclear ... pone will .. ._ to • r•• 

in u . ... . custody. The dangel' 1a tti.t the n•e4 ror ooa•1'8tl• rszra 

the boat country, tb• country aontrollina the .... bel4• 8114 ... 

oountr7 controlling the moan• ot 4e11T•l7 will make tb11e •••1zrr 

1Utal'il;r 1netteot.1T•. It all 15 ooantrt•• or IA!'O '9W 

oon.ulted no mil1t•J7 4eo1a1on ooa14 be reaolle4 la t•eu. 
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• If we are to be r l1at1o about t h1a problem or th control 

-· clear eapona and in partioul r ｾ•＠ he r etal1 to17 toroe it ia 

ssential to bear 1n mind ｴｾｴ＠ ｩｮ ｾ＠ • 
.._, •=• only t he U. • a re now 

cap ble and l ikely to 1· a1n cap ble or condJct1n l l - out nuclear 

ｷ｡ｲｾ＠ • ny etteot1ve torm ot control, ther tor , by or 

-t c.>ver also the uoe ot the u . ... . nucl r fo ce1, 1nclu41DC 

those not even assigned to T • 
t is unl 1 cl y that the ericaD• 

would ever egr ee to con l t H T before l o 1ng thei r retaliato17 

force i n the event of' oviet aggr eas1.,n. :b1a ae a to be tae14t, 

understood and accepted by ot her ａｾ＠ ｇｾ＠ rnmcnts. 

ｾ｢ｏｬ Ｇ ｉＧＸ Ｘ ｂ ｩ ｮｧ＠ n ot only to the u.s. Oovemment but alao to otber 

'l\) Government s if thia question of tbe control of nuol ... ｾ•••＠

ie brought out i nto the open . 

7 . To sum up, t herefore, there are two •la aq •'8 9C 'C;fJf 

introducing a f'o n:lllla, or 11aabine17 tbr ooamltaUoa, 

resorting t o nuclear war:-
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oonc emed. 

2. It would deetro7 tbe 11111tal'I' ett11UT E IM d t• 
deterrent by •llowinc • woa16-1Mt •&•••••• cc• a.Ml:•• 

within which t rate ea4 ..,. tllle delar '' 

bef'ore the ret•ltato ro .... eollU ... he .... 
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