The Presidency of Ford and Carter:
Review: President Nixon- 37th president of the United States

In office

January 20, 1969 – August 9, 1974

-Inflation, recession, and unemployment

-Opening to China

-Détente with the Soviet Union

-Watergate Scandal

-Nixon resignation

President Ford- 38th president of the United States

In office

August 9, 1974 – January 20, 1977

President Ford urged Americans to put Watergate behind them. In an attempt to move the country beyond Watergate Ford pardoned President Nixon.  The pardon angered many Americans, but President Ford argued it was in the best interest of the country to move on and focus on more important issues.
Ford was a likeable and honest man, but he knew his limitations.  He took office after the resignation of Nixon’s Vice President Spiro Agnew and realized he had many challenges facing him.

By the time Ford took office the economy had gotten worse. Inflation and unemployment continued to rise daily. President Ford created “Whip Inflation Now” (also known as WIN) program to combat this economic problems.  This new program called for Americans to cut back on their use of oil and gas and to take other energy-saving measures. When “WIN” failed, Ford cut government spending and encouraged the Federal Reserve Board to restrict credit through higher interest rates.  These actions triggered the worst recession in 40 years.  The Democratic Congress was eager to push their own economic agenda forward even against the President’s advise.  In his two years as president, Ford vetoed more than 50 pieces of legislation.

When it came to Foreign Policy, Ford relied heavily on Henry Kissinger who was both Nixon’s and Ford’s Secretary of State. America pushed ahead with negotiation with the Soviet Union and China.   Along with 35 other nations, America signed the Helsinki Accords that agreed and promised greater cooperation between nations of Eastern and Western Europe.  This was seen as one of Ford’s greatest presidential accomplishments

President Ford did not forget Vietnam and asked congress for $722 million to help South Vietnam against their aggressive Communist North.  After being denied, South Vietnam surrendered to the North in 1975. In the same year, Communist Cambodia seized the U.S. merchant ship Mayaguez in the Gulf of Siam.  President Ford ordered a large military force to help rescue the 39 crew members. The operation ended up costing the lives of 41 U.S. troops.

FORD V. CARTER (Election of 1976)

Gerald Ford won the Republican nomination in 1976 (against CA governor Ronald Reagan).Democrats nominated a peanut farmer and former governor of Florida Jimmy Carter.   The Republicans were divided over their loyalty to President Ford and the Democrats had faith they would retake the presidency.

Post Watergate era- cynicism ran high for the government.  Carter promised to restore integrity to the nation’s highest office. Key issues of the debates included inflation, energy, and unemployment.  On Election Day Carter claims 40.8 million popular votes, and Ford 39.1 million.

President Carter- 39th President of the United States

In office

January 20, 1977 – January 20, 1981

From the start the new family brought a sense of calm to the white house.  President Carter held conferences (similar to fireside chats) with the American public both on the radio and television.  Carter had a difficult time balancing his opinions and objectives with congress.  He refused to compromise or make deals, and only relied on a small team of advisors from Georgia.  Congress often joined together to sink many of the president’s proposals regarding budget, tax and welfare.

Carter made solving the energy crisis that America was experiencing his primary goal.   To reduce the reliance on foreign oil, Carter encouraged Americans to cut back on their consumption of oil and gas.  This suggestion was not highly popular with automobile manufactures and states from oil and gas producing states because this would drastically hurt their business. Even with opposition, the National Energy Act was passed. This placed a tax on gas-guzzling cars, removed price controls on oil and natural gas produced in America, and extended tax credits for the development of alternative energy.  Dependence on foreign oil eased slightly by 1979.

By the summer of 1979 renewed violence had erupted in the Middle East causing a fuel shortage in America.  OPEC announced a price hike on foreign oil and inflation soared from 7.6% to 11.3 %.   Carter tried many different measures to help lower inflation but none worked and the America people started to doubt their current president and his ability to handle the economic crisis. Carter fueled the American feeling of uncertainty by delivering the famous, “malaise” speech in which he complained about the American spirit being attacked.  This speech made many Americans feel like their president had succumbed to the pressures of the time.  By 1980, inflation was at its highest since 1947 and the American standard of living fell from first place to fifth.

Even while dealing with both the energy and economic crisis Carter made progress in Civil Rights.  He took special pride in the fact that his administration included more African Americans and women then any before.  Andrew Young was appointed as the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, being the first African American to hold that post.  Even with appointing over 42 minorities to the judicial branch, courts began to turn against affirmative action (“Affirmative action” means positive steps taken to increase the representation of women and minorities in areas of employment, education, and business from which they have been historically excluded).  In 1978, in the case of Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, the Supreme Court decided that the affirmative action policies of the university’s medical school were unconstitutional.

When it came to Foreign Policy Carter used moral principles as a guide.  He strongly believed in promoting the freedoms and liberties listed the in the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights throughout the world.  This went against Nixon and Ford’s policy of Realpolitik (policy of negotiating peace with powerful nation no matter their behavior).  Putting his practices into place, President Carter cut off military aid to Argentina and Brazil because they had tortured and imprisoned thousands of their own citizens.  To secure and promote his policies a Bureau of Human Rights was established in the State Department.  When the Panama Canal was built in 1914 tension arose between the United States and Latin America.  Panama resented being split in two by a foreign power. To ease this tension, Congress narrowly passed a treaty in 1977 that would turn the Canal over to Panama on December 31, 1999.

Carter also ended the period of Détente (relaxation of tension between world powers).  Carter was firm with his insistence of human rights and he became alarmed at the Soviet Union’s harsh treatment of any opponents of the government’s policies.  This led to a second round of SALT negotiations in which President Carter met with Soviet Premier Leonid Brezhnev and signed an agreement known as SALT II.  This provided limits on the number of strategic weapons and nuclear-missile launchers that each side could produce.  Senate argued this new agreement put America at a military disadvantage and when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979 President Carter let SALT II die.

Carter had his ups and downs in foreign policy.  One of his greatest diplomatic triumphs was known as the Camp David Accords. Through negotiations, Carter helped forge peace between long-time enemies Israel and Egypt. In the summer of 1978 Carter invited Egyptian President Anwar el-Sadat and Israeli prime minister Menachem to Camp David (Presidential retreat in Maryland) to negotiate peace.  After twelve days, the first peace treaty with an Arab country was signed.  In the Camp David Accords, Israel agreed to withdraw from the Sinai Peninsula and Egypt formally agreed to recognize Israel’s right to exist.

The low point of foreign policy for Carter was the Iran Hostage Crisis. By 1979, the Shah of Iran (who was an ally to the United States) was in trouble.  Many Iranians resented his regime’s  widespread corruption and dictatorial tactics.  A revolution quickly broke out with rebels overthrowing the Shah and establishing a religious state based on strict obedience to the holy book of Islam, the Qur’an.  In October, President Carter allowed the shah to enter the United States to seek treatment for cancer.  This action infuriated the revolutionaries of Iran and on November Fourth armed students seized the US Embassy in Tehran and took 52 Americans hostage.  They demanded the return of the shah to Iran in order for the release of hostages.  Carter refused and a year of quiet but intense efforts to free the hostages occurred.  After 444 days in captivity the hostages were freed in January 1981. 

Throughout the 1960’s and 1970’s widespread realization of the damage of pollution and overconsumption on the environment urged immediate change.  The book Silent Spring written by Rachel Carson warned about the use of pesticides and the impact these chemicals had on food, birds and fish.  Selling over half a million copies the United States government ordered an investigation. 

Through the presidencies of Nixon and Carter environmental issues such as conservation, pollution, and the growth of the nuclear age were confronted.  On April 22, 1970 the first Earth Day was celebrated. Over 10,000 schools and 2,000 colleges hosted some type of environmental-awareness activity.  This tradition continues and each year on April 22nd, millions of people gather to heighten public awareness of environmental problems.

The Environmental Protection Agency was formed by merging smaller pollution programs and the new agency was given the power to set and enforce pollution standards, conduct environmental research, and to assist gov’t in pollution control.  Under the newly passed Clean Air Act government set air standards. During the 70’s over 35 environmental laws took effect addressing every aspect of conservation and clean-up, from protecting endangered animals to regulating auto emissions.

The discovery of oil in Alaska brought many changes to our largest state.  A massive pipeline was built to transport oil which helped create jobs and brought in state revenue.  With all this construction, concerns arose for the safety of Alaska’s large wildlife population and the rights of the natives. The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act turned over millions of acres of land to the state’s native tribe for conservation. By 1980, over 150 million more acres were set aside for national monuments or as protected areas.

The dependency of foreign oil made Americans look elsewhere for an alternative.  Nuclear energy seemed the best alternative, but it also had its drawbacks.  The largest argument against nuclear energy was the waste they produced and the potentially dangerous situations that this could cause for the environment and the people.    These concerns were validated on March 28, 1979.  At a nuclear plant on Three Mile Island outside of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania a reactor overheated and the fear of a radiation spillage spread through the region. Two days later, low-level radiation did escape from the overheated radiator and nearby residents were evacuated.  A total of 100,000 residents were evacuated. The debate heightened over nuclear energy with the opponents demanding the government to end construction of all new nuclear plants and the closure of existing facilities.  In response the American government and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission strengthened its safety standards and improved its inspection procedures.

