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JIMMY CARTER DISCUSSES THE CONSTITUTION’S ROLE DURING HIS PRESIDENCY IN PRESIDENTIAL CONVERSATIONS ON THE CONSTITUTION: JIMMY CARTER, 

TO AIR ON PUBLIC TELEVISION

Former President Jimmy Carter discusses the historic events that defined his term in office in PRESIDENTIAL CONVERSATIONS ON THE CONSTITUTION, a new series to be broadcast nationally on public television stations throughout October 2004.* Produced by WHYY-TV in Philadelphia in cooperation with the National Constitution Center, the series features one-hour interviews conducted by NPR Senior News Analyst Cokie Roberts with former presidents Carter, Gerald Ford and George H.W. Bush. It will also be broadcast nationally on NPR stations. 

PRESIDENTIAL CONVERSATIONS ON THE CONSTITUTION marks the first time Americans will see and hear former presidents speaking candidly about how the Constitution affects presidential power. Carter, often remembered for his role in the Iranian hostage situation, a national energy crisis and the Camp David Accords, invoked a constitutional issue on his first day in office when he made the controversial decision to pardon Vietnam draft evaders. “I thought the best thing to do was to pardon them and get the Vietnam War behind us.”

PRESIDENTIAL CONVERSATIONS ON THE CONSTITUTION: JIMMY CARTER begins with the 39th president discussing the tone of American politics when he took office in 1977. “There was a great sense then of distrust of the integrity of top government officials,” states Carter in reference to events such as the Watergate scandal and the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and the Kennedys. 

Carter says that the Panama Treaty was the most difficult political issue he faced while in office. He states that getting two-thirds of the Senate to vote for his proposed transfer of ownership from the United States to Panama was “more difficult than getting elected.” During the program, he says allowing one-third of the members of the Senate to block a treaty is a mistake.

He also disapproves of the two-thirds Senate vote that was required to normalize diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of China. “This is the mistake the founding fathers made,” said 
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*Please check local listings for broadcast date and time in your area.
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Carter, who prefers a majority vote instead.

Carter cites the Camp David Accords as his greatest triumph of foreign policy. “My role as president was to take a balanced position between Israel’s government on the one hand and the rights of the Palestinians on the other, and to deal equitably with the Egyptians.” He states he feels “despair and disappointment” over the current state of the Middle East.

He believes the greatest tragedy of his term was the Iranian hostage crisis. Immediately after the hostages were taken, Carter threatened to take military action against Iran and terminate all trade between Iran and the outside world if any of the hostages were injured. “I had no doubt that my constitutional right as the president would have resulted in the complete carrying out of that threat, and I could launch a military attack instantly if I chose.” 

During his term, Carter was also faced with an energy crisis that developed in the wake of the Iranian Revolution. He was forced to decide whether or not the federal government had the authority to mandate a nationwide policy on deregulating the price of oil or controlling the price of natural gas, or to let the states decide for themselves. “That issue about federal authority to mandate matters over which the states had previously had control was constitutional in nature. The Supreme Court and others have upheld that right of the federal government to have uniformity of oil and natural gas policy.” 

Carter praises the checks and balances afforded by the Constitution. “[They] are reassuring because you have an innate feeling that if I do make the wrong decision, the two other branches of government can ultimately correct a serious mistake that might be detrimental to the integrity of our own country.”

Carter, who was elected governor of Georgia in 1971, served as president from 1977 to 1981. In 1982, he became university distinguished professor at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, and founded The Carter Center. The nonpartisan and not-for-profit organization addresses national and international issues of public policy. He was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2002 and is the author of 18 books.


Education material based on PRESIDENTIAL CONVERSATIONS ON THE CONSTITUTION will be available to schools online at www.whyy.org. Teachers will be able to download lesson plans and teacher’s guides to use in conjunction with each episode.
Executive Producers for the series are Ken Finkel and Paul Gluck. Cokie Roberts and Mary  Martin are producers and writers. Editing is by Patrick Warner. Music by Bill Jolly. The series will be available on DVD.   
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PRESIDENTIAL CONVERSATIONS ON THE CONSTITUTION was made possible by The Horace W. Goldsmith Foundation and JP Morgan Chase. It will be made available to public television stations nationwide by American Public Television.
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About American Public Television: For 42 years, American Public Television (APT) has been a prime source of programming for the nation’s public television stations. APT distributes more than 10,000 hours of programming, including Discovering the Real World of Harry Potter, Globe Trekker, Muhammad Ali: Through the Eyes of the World, Nightly Business Report, Rick Steves’ Europe, Julia and Jacques Cooking at Home, Ballykissangel, Brian Jacques’ Redwall and Sinatra: The Classic Duets. APT is known for identifying innovative programs and developing creative distribution techniques for producers. In more than four decades, it has established a tradition of providing public television stations nationwide with program choices that enable them to strengthen and customize their schedules. Press should contact Donna Hardwick at 617-338-4455 ext. 129 or via email to mailto: donna_hardwick@APTonline.org. For more information about APT’s programs and services, log on to APTonline.org.
