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Review by Roland Popp, ETH Zurich 

ccording to the World Nuclear Association, the idea of nuclear desalination, i.e. the use of dual-purpose 
integrated power plants, ‘cogeneration plants’ which produce energy both for general consumption as 
well as for the purpose of desalinating seawater, is staging a comeback.  Countries in arid and semi-

arid regions are facing a water shortage, and states like Israel and Saudi Arabia already depend on desalinated 
water for 40 and 70% of their needs respectively, relying however on fossil-fuelled plants.1  While the jury is 
still out on whether there will be a global ‘nuclear renaissance’ and whether nuclear desalination will be part of 
it, it is sometimes forgotten that the idea of coupling nuclear energy and desalination has been around for 
many decades. 

Zach Levey’s article deals with the first attempts to implement the idea of using nuclear energy for the 
purpose of desalinating water during the 1960s. This was at a time of unfettered optimism in the 
transformative power of science and technology, when there was a belief in the feasibility of grand schemes 
and projects in development and social engineering – a period sometimes referred to as the phase of ‘high 
modernism.’  In 1963, encouraged by the Kennedy administration, the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) started to hold talks with interested nations, including Israel, on plans for the peaceful use of nuclear 
energy to fuel desalination facilities in areas identified as lacking a sufficient supply of drinking water for the 
future.  John F. Kennedy’s successor in the White House was determined to employ science and technology as 
foreign policy tools and apparently saw as much promise in the field of desalination as he did in space 
exploration. 

At first glance, the envisaged U.S.-Israeli cooperation in the field of nuclear desalination seemed to be the 
perfect marriage.  Here was a nation friendly with the U.S., and strategically located in a vital world region, 
which fulfilled both preconditions for a nuclear desalination plant: foreseeable water shortages in the future 

                                                       
1 See World Nuclear Association Information Library, Nuclear Desalination‘, November 2015, accessible at 

http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/non-power-nuclear-applications/industry/nuclear-desalination.aspx  
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and proficiency in nuclear technology given that Israel had been one of the first subscribers to President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower’s ‘Atoms for Peace’ offer of civilian nuclear cooperation which had led to the 
construction of a U.S.-supplied small (1 MW) research reactor at Nahal Soreq which went critical in 1960 
under bilateral safeguards.  Cooperation on desalination seemed like an excellent opportunity to strengthen 
the fledging ‘special relationship’ with Israel, bolstered during that phase through a series of arms deals during 
the Kennedy and Johnson administrations (the 1962 Hawk sale; 1965 M-48 tank sale; 1966 A-4 Skyhawk 
sale; and the 1968 F-4 Phantom sale).  Some might have hoped that Israel would also prove to be an 
exception to the otherwise palpable foreign aid fatigue in the US Congress. Finally, U.S. officials long 
regarded an amicable solution to the issue of water distribution between Israel and its Arab neighbours as a 
promising starting point for mediating comprehensive peace, inspired by the ‘half-success’ of the 1955 
Johnston Plan which set water allocations from the Jordan river.  Desalination cooperation between the two 
nations was therefore in some respects ‘overdetermined’ and, at least in the first few years, successful 
implementation seemed to be a foregone conclusion. 

According to Levey, the main purpose of his article is to explain why this did not happen.  He chronicles the 
development of the envisaged cooperation on desalination, starting with President Lyndon Johnson’s 
enthusiastic speech at the Weizmann Institute of Science in February 1964, followed by bilateral talks on 
future cooperation and a series of feasibility studies, the formation of a Committee on Foreign Desalting 
Programs in late 1964, and the convening of an international conference on the topic in Washington in 
October 1965.  In the run-up to the conference, a proposal for a large-scale desalination program, the major 
foreign beneficiary of which would have been Israel, was defeated in a bureaucratic struggle, with the winning 
argument based on doubts about the “untested and uneconomic technology.”2  It was an uphill battle after 
that.  Levey describes increased Israeli lobbying efforts directed at the administration and U.S. Senators to 
gain a U.S. commitment to provide the bulk of the finance for a future desalination plant in 1966-67, while 
the Johnson administration procrastinated by commissioning a series of feasibility studies.  The results of the 
June 1967 Arab-Israeli War then changed the overall environment given Israel’s takeover of some of the main 
freshwater sources in Palestine coupled with renewed pressures to link the water program to the promotion of 
peacemaking, as proposed by former President Eisenhower in June 1967 and the December 1967 Baker 
Resolution3 adopted by the U.S. Senate.  The whole seesaw saga ended with a last-minute budget proposal by 
the outgoing administration for a much smaller desalination plant than the one originally envisaged and one 
not necessarily powered with nuclear energy – only to be abandoned by the next administration in late 1969. 

Levey’s study is a welcome contribution on a subject which has been barely studied at all, perhaps apart from 
the curious fact that former US Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz wrote his 1972 Ph.D. thesis on 

                                                       
2 Foreword in Department of State, Office of the Historian, Foreign Relations of the United States (herafter 

FRUS) 1964-68, Volume XXXIV: Energy Diplomacy and Global Issues (US Government Printing Office: Washington, 
D.C., 1999).  

3 In August 1967, Republican Senator Howard Baker, Jr. submitted a resolution calling for the “prompt design, 
construction, and operation of nuclear desalting plants” as a means to alleviate the Middle East's “chronic shortage of 
fresh water, useful work” and lack of an “adequate food supply.”; editorial note, Ibid., 299ff. 
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nuclear desalination, as Levey mentions in passing.4  Levey’s archival research was mainly based on National 
Security Council (NSC) records at the Lyndon B. Johnson Presidential Library in Austin and some State 
Department records at the National Archives at College Park5, supplemented with some sources from the 
Israel State Archives which seem to have provided only limited insight into certain main aspects, however, due 
to the considerable restrictions on anything nuclear in Israel.  He did not use the Atomic Energy Commission 
records and also appears to have been unable to access the rich files on desalination and Israel in the Harold 
Saunders records, which were also deposited in Austin, the NSC Middle East point man in the later Johnson 
Administration. 

While the article provides a good starting point for future researchers who are tackling the topic, and is well-
argued and well-sourced overall, it does merit some criticism.  Given the obscure and complex nature of a 
topic such as nuclear desalination, it would have been helpful if the author had provided more background on 
the actual scientific and technological breakthroughs and innovations of the day which ostensibly made the 
execution of the idea feasible at that time. There also seems to be a lack of elaboration on the actual context in 
which those decisions, or more accurately, non-decisions, on cooperating on desalting with Israel were made. 
Levey’s article omits the whole issue of U.S.-Soviet cooperation on desalination from the narrative, perhaps 
due to the fact that not much came out of it, despite the conclusion of an early agreement in late 1964. More 
peculiar, given that much of the debate revolved around the economic viability and scientific feasibility of 
large-scale nuclear-powered desalination plants, is the omission of any mention of the U.S.-Mexican 
agreement on a possible joint demonstration plant along the California-Mexico border, indicating that there 
were still plenty of unresolved problems with the new and untested technology.  In his fixation on the Israeli 
connection, Levey also neglects to mention the important policy shift away from a more narrow focus on 
desalination towards a more wide-ranging approach which would look into several alternative approaches to 
tackling water shortages following Johnson’s ‘Water for Peace’ speech in October 1965 – in fact, and 
inexplicably, the actual phrase ‘water for peace’ does not appear in the article. 

All this is more than background noise. It is essential context which, at least in the opinion of this reviewer, is 
needed in order to fully understand the Johnson administration’s policies on the desalination issue.  Probably 
the best explanation for Levey’s decision to almost exclusively focus on the more narrow U.S.-Israeli 
cooperation track is his argument that “[…] neither technical limitations nor obstacles to funding were the 
main reasons for the demise” (904) of the venture, but rather the realization by U.S. policymakers by late 
1968 that even a generous offer for a desalination plant would not convince the Israelis to abandon secrecy on 
their nuclear program, i.e. to accept international safeguards for the French-built Dimona reactor in the 
Negev, which was generally (and correctly) suspected of serving the purely military purpose of acquiring an 
independent nuclear deterrent.6  Levey has put forward a straightforward thesis in this article – one that it is 

                                                       
4 Cf. Paul Wolfowitz, “Nuclear Proliferation in the Middle East: The Political and Economic Aspects of 

Nuclear Desalination” (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1972). 

5 ‘Reproducing’ Levey’s research will not be easy for others, however, as his referencing of State Department 
Central Files is not complete, omitting both the subject-numeric files designations (such as AE 13 ISR) and the actual 
telegram numbers.  

6 In order for this argument to make sense, Levey presumably presupposes that no one in the U.S. had any 
knowledge of the fact that Israel had crossed the nuclear threshold in 1967 by assembling two crude devices. The 1967 
action is not mentioned at all in the article, which is rather strange given the focus on U.S. nonproliferation efforts. 
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very difficult to verify, however.  While he has unearthed several documents which demonstrate that some 
U.S. officials hoped to tie a U.S. commitment on financing a nuclear desalination plant to Israeli concessions 
on safeguards, i.e. a de facto abandonment of the suspected military program, there is apparently no 
convincing evidence that this was the main factor for not coming to a decision between 1964 and 1968 on 
financing the plant.  Levey’s evidence of repeated calls by the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs in the State 
Department or the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency to enforce safeguards on Dimona only proves 
that some agencies and bureaus were demanding a more rigorous nonproliferation stance vis-a-vis Israel. 
Given that the U.S. had not succeeded in getting more than verbal reassurances from the Israelis in return for 
delivering major weapons systems, even extending to nuclear capable strike aircraft during those years, it is 
rather counterintuitive that this would have been possible in exchange for a hardly indispensable desalination 
plant, no matter how lucrative from a financial standpoint.  In fact, despite the often invoked ‘crisis’ in U.S.-
Israeli relations because of the Dimona issue, neither the Kennedy nor the Johnson administrations did more 
than writing tart letters.  The evidence provided bolsters the nonproliferation argument: the most high-level 
meeting on desalting in the summer of 1966, which was attended by President Johnson, is not mentioned at 
all in the article – safeguards were only brought up in passing during that meeting and accompanying 
documents indeed show that no one had any hopes that the Israelis could be moved on this point.7 

In addition to the safeguards issue, Levey later presents three further reasons for the demise of the project 
(921f.): the use of the desalting issue in the pursuit of peace-making initiatives, bureaucratic disinterest, and 
the role played by Israeli policy itself (the reviewer admits to not having understood the latter argument).8  In 
his conclusion, Levey nonetheless restates his main argument that the main obstacle to desalination 
cooperation was the Israeli refusal of safeguards, while much of his own evidence presented in the article 
seems to make a case for the salience of technical and financial issues.9  In arguing along these lines, Levey’s 
article neatly fits into previous research by other scholars, who argue that the U.S. pursued a determined 
nonproliferation policy towards Israel by exerting a great deal of pressure during the 1960s in order to force 
Israel to abandon its military nuclear ambitions, only to come to terms with the idea at the end of the decade 
that Israel constituted a sui generis case and therefore had to be treated as an exception, which was finally 
acknowledged with the tacit agreement of 1969 between Prime Minister Golda Meir and President Richard 
Nixon which signalled U.S. accommodation with Israel’s nuclearization.10  This reviewer is not convinced 

                                                       
7 Cf. Saunders Memo, 10 August 1966, fol. ‘Israel - Nuclear -Dimona [-Desalting], 4/1/66-12/31/66,’ NSF, 

Files of Harold H. Saunders, Lyndon B. Johnson Library, Austin, TX; cf. Walter Rostow Memo to Johnson, 25 June 
1966, Foreign Relations of the United States 1964-68: XVIII, doc. 305; see ibid., n2. 

8 Following the lead set by previous scholars, such as Warren Bass and Abraham Ben-Zvi, who have dealt with 
the special relationship during the 1960s, Levey treats the ‘Israel Lobby’ as being a non-issue during the 1960s, thereby 
insinuating that US strategic interests, and not domestic and elections issues, determined the formulation of policy. 

9 Compare with the main reasons given for abandoning the large program – with no mention of the safeguards 
issue at all - by the main coordinator in Woods Memo to Rostow, 28 August 1968, FRUS 1964-68: XXXIV, 306ff. 

10 See e.g. Zaki Shalom, Israel’s Nuclear Option: Behind the Scenes Diplomacy Between Dimona and Washington 
(Brighton/Portland: Sussex Academic Press, 2005);  Warren Bass, Support Any Friend: Kennedy’s Middle East and the 
Making of the U.S.-Israeli Alliance (New York: Oxford UP 2003); Avner Cohen, “Israel’s Nuclear History: The Untold 
Kennedy-Eshkol Dimona Correspondence,” The Journal of Israeli History 16, 2 (1995), 159-94;  Mordechai Gazit, “The 
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that U.S. records support the argument that a belief in the uniqueness of the Israeli security situation and/or 
strategic expediency can explain U.S. non-action vis-à-vis Israeli rather than obvious nuclear ambitions. 
Levey’s article on the desalination issue does not add new persuasive power to the argument, but it does 
provide a good starting point for future research by scholars working on the desalination issue.  The failure of 
the last NPT review conference has once again demonstrated the long-range ramifications of Israel’s 
nuclearization.  A more intense engagement with the issue by international historians is long overdue. 
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