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This article examines the development of US international civil aviation policy
between 1944 and 1964, as the USA instituted policies to expand and protect the
global aviation opportunities of its airlines. This entailed hard bargaining with
the British and others to establish and maintain the Bermuda formula as well as
efforts to contain and isolate Soviet and Soviet Bloc aviation behind the Iron
Curtain. By the mid-1950s, the success of American aviation policy was clear.
But thereafter, as the capabilities of non-American airlines increased and the
needs of American carriers changed, the effectiveness of containing Soviet Bloc
aviation and maintaining the Bermuda formula waned. Responding to the
changing realities of international aviation, the Kennedy administration
undertook a reassessment of American aviation policy that recognised the
inability of isolating Soviet and Soviet bloc aviation and the need to modify the
Bermuda principles to better protect the competiveness of American flag carriers.
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In 1941, publisher Henry Luce pronounced the future as ‘America’s Century’. Few
agreed more than those connected with American aviation. The American century
would be accompanied by an American-led empire of the air which would provide
air travel for nearly every destination on the globe. In turn, travel through the
world’s open skies would contribute to expanding world trade and understanding. It
would help reduce political and cultural barriers, and, almost magically, elevate
mankind to higher levels of civilisation. According to Assistant Secretary of State
William Clayton, Americans flying on American planes ‘to any place in the world’
was part of ‘the American concept of an expanding world economy and a closer
and better understanding between nations’.1 In a more pedestrian moment, Congress-
woman Clair Booth Luce bluntly said: ‘We want to fly everywhere. Period!’2

Meeting the congresswoman’s goal, however, was not an easy task. Commercial
interests needed to be balanced with national needs – and those reconciled with the
desires of other nations. Further, within the USA there was no single entity making
aviation policy. Often it involved a minimum of three players: the airlines, the Civil
Aeronautics Board (CAB), and the State Department. Although their goals were
similar, reaching agreements were frequently difficult. The airlines rarely cooperated
with each other and, often supported by Congressional allies, wanted as many desti-
nation doors opened as soon as possible. The CAB’s responsibility was to provide
order and ensure competitive advantages for American carriers by controlling
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competition and approving routes. Its decisions, however, regularly were disappointing
to the airlines that saw them as too limiting or not protective enough. The State
Department’s role was to negotiate aviation treaties with other governments, each
also wanting to maximise their air carriers’ interests. The consequence was not a
smooth or easy path for those shaping a commercial air policy for the USA.

As American policymakers began to visualise how to facilitate American airlines
flying anywhere on the globe, two broad goals emerged. The first was to open aviation
doors for American carriers around the world. The second was to structure an inter-
national system that best fit those carriers’ economic needs. This involved obtaining
international acceptance of what were called the ‘Four Freedoms’, and the addition
of a ‘Fifth Freedom’.3 Until the conclusion of the 1944 Chicago Air Conference,
these goals seemed mutually attainable. But when the Chicago conference rejected
the American vision of a system based on non-restrictive and non-predetermined
air traffic that allowed planes to pick-up and discharge passengers, mail, and cargo
along a multi-country, international, route, the USA was forced to rely on bilateral
agreements.4 The American commercial aviation system sought at Chicago now
needed to be obtained one nation at a time.

For many in the CAB and the State Department, the prospect of bilateral nego-
tiations was welcome. On a country by country basis, American officials recognised
that they commanded several potent negotiating weapons. At the top of the list was
reciprocity which included granting landing rights in the USA and its possessions.
Because most nations had ‘aspirations to establish their own international air
routes’ and wanted access to the American market, reciprocity provided the best
means to gain American airlines the right to ‘operate to virtually all parts of the
world’.5 Still, American officials were not naïve. Chicago had shown that many
countries, led by the British, wanted to place restrictions on international aviation
to protect their own, weaker, airlines. Thus, other inducements might be required,
including the distribution of aviation equipment, including the much sought after
Douglas DC 4, and economic and technical aid packages.6

Bilateral negotiations began even before the Chicago Air Conference ended and, at
first, successes came quickly. Spain readily agreed to a new aviation treaty that pre-
cluded restrictions and included a Fifth Freedom provision. Similar treaties with
Denmark, Sweden, and Iceland soon followed. British opposition to the treaty with
Ireland caused a slight delay, but it too was completed by early February, 1945.7

Stanley Morgan, the State Department’s Chief of the Aviation Division, expected it
would not take long to complete similar treaties with Norway, Turkey, Switzerland,
Portugal, and Czechoslovakia.8 Czechoslovakia was ‘anxious’ to conclude a treaty
that would allow ‘their own airline to begin service’ and for Pan American Airways
to initiate flights to Prague. To expedite the Czech agreement, Livingston Sat-
terthwaite, the US Air Attaché in London, informed Washington, that a few ‘thou-
sand gallons of aviation gasoline’ was needed.9 The Czech request seemed to
confirm that providing reciprocity and needed aviation supplies provided sufficient
incentives to convince other countries to accept the American vision of air treaties.10

In London, however, there was a growing sense of urgency. Unless such treaties
could be blocked, the Americans would ‘be so “dug-in”… nobody else would be in
a position to compete’. Consequently, the Foreign Office wanted to convince other
countries to resist the ‘benefits flowing from Uncle Sam’s cornucopia’ and negotiate
treaties that placed limits on capacity and frequency, and reject the Fifth Freedom.11
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London’s efforts quickly caught the eye of American officials. The British had
‘undoubtedly woken up’, and were ‘more determined than ever to prevent their avia-
tion from being swamped’.12 In response, the State Department intensified its efforts to
complete treaties and addressed the British problem directly. It called for a conference
and connected it to the negotiations taking place over the American loan to Britain.13

Despite British protests over linking the loan to aviation issues, discussions began in
August and resulted in the Bermuda conference (January 15 – February 11, 1946).14

The Americans arrived on the island with high hopes, confident that the British
objections, especially over Fifth Freedom rights, would be overcome.15 After days of
‘frank’ and ‘heated’ negotiations in Bermuda and high-level meetings between Amer-
ican and British officials in Washington and London, the British succumbed to Amer-
ican pressure and agreed to the USA’s position on the Fifth Freedom, frequency, and
capacity. The USA, in return, agreed on standardising fares through the International
Air Transport Association (IATA).16 To ensure the British government’s acceptance of
the Bermuda agreement, the American Ambassador to Britain repeated the message
that swift approval of the agreement would ‘contribute materially’ to Congressional
approval of the loan. Despite the British government’s distaste for the American
tactics, it grudgingly agreed. As Hugh Dalton warily noted, the treaty should be
accepted before the USA added ‘stiffer demands’. 17

Praise for the agreement in Britain was muted, but not in the USA. Truman called
it a ‘great opportunity’ for all airlines. Time magazine wrote: the ‘air clears – sun
shines, [and] U.S. companies make hay’. James Landis, the new Chairman of the
Civil Aeronautical Board, hailed it as a triumph of the ‘American way’ and the coun-
try’s ‘pioneer’ spirit over ‘petty bureaucratic jealousies and selfish and short-sighted
nationalism’.18

Landis was too optimistic. Jealousies and nationalism still existed, as did efforts to
place restrictions on American aviation. In the months following Bermuda, the State
Department’s Garrison Norton concluded that American aviation was like ‘a young
man dressed up but with permission to go only as far as the corner store’. The
USA, he said, could ‘outbuild [sic] and outfly the rest of the world’, but was unable
to open the doors necessary for its airlines to ‘fly around the world’. He admitted
that some of the problems were institutional, within the convoluted system of
making American aviation policies, but, nevertheless, placed most of the blame on
those advocating restrictions on regional and international aviation.19 American offi-
cials in the field were more specific, the British were the primary culprits. They were
still promoting ‘restrictive agreements whenever they could’.20 Satterthwaite wrote
that the British were most effective when ‘pointing out’ that the Fifth Freedom resulted
‘in splitting a melon three or more ways, which need only be split in two’.21

The American response was twofold. It increased its economic incentives and dip-
lomatic pressures to complete air agreements and requested another round of discus-
sions with London to resolve misunderstandings and to issue a joint reaffirmation of
the Bermuda formula.22 The results were encouraging. In the spring of 1946, the USA
signed Bermuda-style aviation treaties with France, Greece, and Egypt – the latter
against the recommendation of the Foreign Office.23 The meeting to resolve their
‘apparent differences’ took place in London in September. The discussions met Amer-
ican desires. It produced a public affirmation supporting the Bermuda formula and
affirmation that British officials would not obstruct American efforts to sign Fifth
Freedom agreements. In a confidential message to its officials in the Middle East,
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the Foreign Office instructed that ‘on request of your United States colleague afford
him all appropriate assistance in the negotiation of an agreement on Bermuda
lines’.24 With the treaties with France and Egypt in-hand and with renewed British
affirmation of the Bermuda principles, over the next year American diplomats com-
pleted Bermuda-style agreements that effectively opened the aviation doors for Pan
American Airways and Trans World Airways to fly to most of Europe, the Middle
East, and Asia.

Despite their successes, however, some in the State Department believed that the
victories were incomplete. In their view the bilateral system was a wobbly foundation
for American commercial aviation. They pointed out that despite American incentives
and diplomatic pressures, some countries continued rejecting the Bermuda formula
and that those with existing Bermuda treaties could cancel, or threaten to cancel
them in an attempt to get a better deal. ‘Weaker air transport countries will continue
to seek to limit… foreign long-range carriers in order to protect their own air lines’, a
State Department report concluded. To strengthen the American position, some
within the Aviation Division of the State Department wanted an internationally
approved Bermuda – style model treaty. They believed that with British support
that the 1947 meetings of the International Civil Aviation Organization in Montreal
and Geneva would produce a positive result. They miscalculated. In both cases
those favouring restrictions on fares, frequencies, capacities, and the Fifth Freedom
gained the upper hand. After the defeat at Geneva, an American official grimly com-
mented that it was a sign that the ‘period of relatively unrestricted international oper-
ations of our airlines may be coming to a close’.25

There was a degree of irony in the statement. At the time of the Geneva meeting,
Washington was considering closing some aviation doors as part of implementing its
cold war containment strategy. A March 1947 intelligence study argued that Soviet
interference prevented further progress for ‘foreign commercial air interests’ in
Eastern Europe and recommended a policy to halt air travel to and from the Soviet
Bloc.26 Some within the administration disagreed, arguing there still were valuable
political and commercial opportunities available in Eastern Europe. The debate
lasted until in March 1948 when National Security Council memorandum 15/3, initi-
ating a ‘counter iron curtain’, was approved.27

The new policy needed Western European participation to be effective, which at
the moment appeared unlikely as they were still ‘scrambling for ill-conceived momen-
tary advantages by making deals with satellite states’. To gain support for its closed
door policy, Washington emphasised the security risks to the West, especially from
Czechoslovakia’s air service. The Czech airline, (Ceskoslovenske Aerolinie (CSA),
had established routes to many European capitals as well as Istanbul and Beirut. By
utilising the airline, the Soviets could gain valuable flight experience over non-Soviet
territories and facilitate their espionage and political activities. Washington again
turned to Britain to help ‘carry the ball’ on ‘an one-for-all and all-for-one basis’.28

The request put Britain in a familiar dilemma. It disagreed with Washington’s
security arguments – it was already easy for the Soviets to operate in the West. The
Foreign Office also believed there were benefits to maintaining connections with
Eastern Europe, including their flights to Prague and Warsaw. On the other hand,
London did not want to offend the USA by rejecting its overture. The solution was
to suggest to their Western European counterparts that they should grant the Satellite
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States only the services ‘absolutely necessary as a quid pro quo’ for the services they
needed. Britain also agreed to try to limit Soviet Bloc flights to the Middle East.29

Washington was disappointed in Britain’s and other Western European govern-
ments’ responses. The ‘British, Belgians, Dutch and perhaps other governments
have little or no apprehension over… flights to Western Europe by satellite aircraft
… as long [as] western controlled airlines are permitted reciprocal rights’, the Amer-
ican Embassy in London concluded. While finding some solace in Britain’s efforts
in the Middle East, Washington accepted the continuation of flights between
Western and Eastern Europe.30 In 1950, however, Washington concluded that the con-
ditions had changed and reasserted it efforts to close doors to and from the Soviet
Bloc. This time most Western European nations agreed to join in the effort, allowing
the State Department to boast that the ‘counter iron curtain’was finally, ‘on the whole,
effectively implemented’.31

When President Dwight D. Eisenhower took office in 1953, America’s policy of
open and closed aviation doors appeared triumphant. Soviet Bloc aviation was con-
tained and American international aviation was soaring high. American aviation
diplomacy based on the liberal principles of Bermuda had produced over 40 treaties,
creating a global American air empire which serviced nearly every significant destina-
tion, carried a majority of the world’s passengers, and produced profits. Congress-
woman Luce’s statement, ‘We want to fly everywhere’ was a reality. But, it was an
‘Indian Summer’ and in many ways the zenith of the USA aviation diplomacy.

By the mid-1950s, maintaining Washington’s policies of opening aviation doors to
most of the world while closing them to the Communist Bloc was becoming increas-
ingly difficult. The difficultly came from two sources: the Soviet Union was seeking to
elevate its position in international aviation and non-Soviet bloc countries were trying
to protect their own aviation industries by limiting American ones. The Soviet Union,
recognising ‘the significance of civil aviation… as an element of national power and
prestige’, had modified its ‘long established policy of excluding all foreign scheduled
air carriers from the USSR’. In response, Western Europe, including Britain, began
to abandon Washington’s counter iron curtain policy in search of commercial oppor-
tunities. Their ‘lack of enthusiasm… over adopting strong measures to cope with the
Soviet threat to civil aviation’, prompted Secretary of State John Foster Dulles to
suggest a reappraisal of policy was ‘appropriate’32

In taking ‘a new look the Eisenhower administration, accepted that a Free World
‘common policy’ limiting Soviet Bloc’s expansion into Europe was impossible.33 Still,
there remained the imperative to obstruct Communist Bloc aviation wherever possible,
especially in the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and Asia, where ‘opportunities
for the furtherance of Bloc political and subversive activities… are far greater than in
Western Europe’. To accomplish this, the new policy (NSC 5726/1) called upon the
USA to incorporate aviation programmes into its aid packages for underdeveloped
regions and recommended that Western European governments further develop
regional and local aviation in their former and current colonial possessions.34 By
1960, Eisenhower concluded that ‘commercial, political, and military interest’, even
within NATO, was taking precedence over its cold war aviation policy, and withdrew
NSC 5726. President John F. Kennedy continued to promote, with mixed results, an
aviation closed door policy to combat Sino-Soviet bloc activities in underdeveloped
regions of the world, but by the time President Lyndon Johnson left office in 1968,
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cold war aviation diplomacy had refocused to primarily deal with those Communist
nations that the USA did not diplomatically recognise.35

The changes occurring during the mid-1950s in international aviation and within
the air transport industry not only encouraged the Eisenhower administration to
reshape its aviation policy toward the Soviet Bloc, but to institute reexaminations of
general American aviation policy both domestic and international.36 By the mid-
1950s, both domestic and foreign competition for international routes had increased.
Foreign, especially European, airlines had extended their routes, improved their planes
and services, tapped into the growing number of Europeans wanting to visit the USA,
and were carrying more passengers. At the same time an increasing number of Amer-
ican carriers were trying to extend or begin their international services. This, combined
with the introduction of larger capacity planes, encouraged modifying existing avia-
tion agreements and negotiating new ones. While American international airlines
still made profits their share of the market and level of profitability was shrinking37

Both American carriers and foreign governments were becoming more assertive in
requesting the USA modify its policies, especially on routes and capacity distribution.
American carriers, supported by Congressional allies, wanted limits placed on foreign
carrier operations to and from the USA, while foreign governments claimed the exist-
ing air treaties provided American airlines too many advantages and their airlines too
few. The questions facing American policymakers were how best to protect market
share of American carriers, and whether the policies adopted at the end of the war
could continue to be useful ‘under the radically changed conditions’ that were
taking place. Recommendation arising from the reexamination of US policy ranged
from instituting ‘full scale economic warfare’ that included the possibilities of
paying higher subsidies to American – flag carriers and instituting increased limits
on foreign airlines’ operations to American destinations to maintaining the ‘less
restrictive and more expansionist policy’ of the existing system. The former would
probably result in retaliation while significant success from the latter was ‘an act of
faith’.38

The paths chosen by the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations were similar.
Both believed the Bermuda principles should remain the keystone of American inter-
national policy. Bermuda had effectively promoted the health and growth of inter-
national aviation, and, equally important, they saw no alternative that did not
strengthen restrictionists at home and abroad. The modifications they adopted were
based on the view that American aviation had achieved a ‘fully developed’ route
system which was considered the most practical. Because American carriers flew ‘to
every continent and virtually every important country and traffic generating point’,
the USA could now effectively utilise its only remaining significant diplomatic
weapon: landing rights in American cities. Because it needed less reciprocity, the
CAB, could raise the economic standard when approving and recertifying routes
and flights to the USA. Henry Deimel, the American air attaché to France, concluded
that although the fundamental policies remained the same, the strategy had shifted
from an offensive to ‘a defensive position… concerned with protecting the rights we
have acquired, as much as if not more than with extending those rights’.39

Consequently, throughout the next decade the CAB raised its economic yardstick,
the so-called ‘economic quid pro quo’ when considering new routes and approving
changes to existing ones. The basic consideration was that financial benefits for Amer-
ican carriers had to approximate or exceed those provided for foreign airlines.
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Negotiations were more protracted, positions more rigid, and agreements fewer. Inter-
national aviation diplomacy became more bitter and divisive. Foreign officials com-
plained that the USA was ‘not willing to practice what it preaches’ and their threats
of diplomatic and economic reprisals became more common.40 In a reversal of the
security argument used by the USA a decade earlier, in 1957, the Netherland’s govern-
ment informed President Eisenhower that American opposition to granting routes
requested by KLM reduced its ability ‘to pull its weight as a sound member of the
Western Alliance’. Eventually, at Eisenhower’s intervention the State Department
and CAB reached a compromise solution that allowed the Dutch airline (KLM)
some increased access to American destinations. 41

As the negotiation with the Dutch indicated, despite the change made by the CAB
and the State Department, as the Eisenhower administration left office, the position of
American airlines was not improving. Their share of the market continued to decline
while the conversion to more expensive and larger capacity jet airliners further exacer-
bated the issue of profitability. At the same time, domestic and international support
for the Bermuda principles was declining and complaints about American air diplo-
macy were increasing. At home, Congress responding to pressure from the airlines
and related business interests, considered legislation that deviated from the
Bermuda formula, provided the CAB more authority, and created a congressional
role in approving air agreements. Abroad, foreign carriers and their governments
were voicing dissatisfaction with the Bermuda formula and seeking increased access
to American destinations while limiting American air carriers operations in their
countries. Even the British appearedwilling to move away from their jointly negotiated
Bermuda formula.42

Responding to the challenges facing American international aviation, the newly
elected Kennedy administration quickly formed an Interagency Steering Committee
to consider altering international aviation policies. In appointing the committee, Pre-
sident Kennedy stressed that while the nature of aviation had ‘profoundly’ changed
since World War II, he did not believed that ‘the framework within which it operates’
had not. After nearly a year and a half of hearings, debate, and drafts, the Committee
issued its recommendations in January 1963.43

The core of the Interagency Committee’s recommendations focused on dealing
with foreign competition (fares, routes, and capacities, including Fifth and Six
Freedom traffic),44 the powers of the CAB, and the efficacy of the Bermuda-model
treaty. Although the report upheld the principles of the Bermuda model, it worked
from the belief that there were few places that American carries needed to fly that
were not already available and that reciprocity should be limited. It recommended
that the CAB should further raise the economic yard stick beyond the existing ‘econ-
omic quid pro quo’ standard. The new criteria for international aviation agreements
should show ‘demonstrable economic benefits’ for American carriers and, further-
more, the country and the State Department and the CAB should consider ‘carefully’
whether proposed air agreements were beneficial to the needs of the country and the
American traveller.45

To provide guidance for both agencies, the report established three categories of
nations: (1) underdeveloped nations, (2) countries with unused rights to provide
flights to the USA, and (3) developed, industrialised states currently conducting
flights to and from the USA. Most of the countries in the first two categories had
poor aviation markets, the Committee observed, but for political reasons wanted to
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‘show their colors on the side of an aircraft’ to gain ‘prestige at home and abroad’. In
these cases, the best course was to prevent those nations from flying to American des-
tinations. The State Department should use diplomatic pressure and economic incen-
tives to discourage reciprocity and, along with the CAB, set the demonstrable benefit
criteria for ‘new foreign carrier routes’ to the USA ‘so strict [that]… new routes will
not be easily or readily granted’. It added that the USA needed to be willing not
only to deny reciprocity but to do without air service to those countries.46

The recommended approach for the third category, which included most of
Europe, was more complex and extreme ‘caution’ should be used before approving
changes. American officials, using the stricter economic yardstick, should try to
deny further access to American gateway cities and to limit foreign carriers’ Fifth
and Sixth Freedom rights. In a more controversial, majority, recommendation that
tested the principles of Bermuda, the Committee suggested that the CAB should be
in some cases allowed to unilaterally place capacity restrictions on existing and
future bilateral agreements.47

The Committee warned that using the new criteriawould produce more diplomatic
complaints, threats of retaliation, and even the denunciation of existing treaties. But
threats and complaints were just part of doing business and that it was unlikely
there would be a rejection of existing agreements because it would ‘upset the economic
balance’ and risk a ‘victory or defeat’ solution that no one wanted.48 The Committee
concluded that its recommendations effectively ‘tailor the Bermuda mechanisms to the
changing needs and aspirations of the world aviation community’.49

On 24 April 1963, the White House presented the report as the basis for its revised
international aviation policy. In introducing the report, President Kennedy publically
reaffirmed the USA continued commitment to the policies constructed at Chicago and
Bermuda. It rejected the ‘extreme positions’ of ‘unregulated freedom of the skies’ as
well as the restrictive, cartelisation of the aviation with its ‘pre-determined divisions
of the market’. ‘The spirit of our aviation policy’, the president proclaimed, remained
the same as ‘when President Roosevelt called upon all nations to ‘work together so that
the air may be used by humanity – to serve humanity’.50

Yet, as the report showed, much had changed in the 20 years since the Chicago
conference and new approaches were necessary. Despite the homage to Roosevelt,
the optimism of serving humanity and elevating mankind to new levels was gone. In
reality, both the premise and practice of policy had been reset. The guiding principles
were more conservative than liberal, more status quo than growth, and recognised
that, for the USA, the opening of aviation doors was no longer as necessary or ben-
eficial. In the new world of ‘demonstrable economic benefits’, before entering into
any aviation agreements, including opening new routes for American carriers, the
‘public value’ needed to be weighed against the cost for the American traveller and
tax payer.51 To paraphrase, Congresswoman Luce: ‘We want to fly everywhere –
provided it is economically beneficial’.
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