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II - Looking for Progress:

Background:

Following the recommendations of the Staley Committee iﬁ October
l§6l and those of General Taylor in November, President Kennedy on
December 14 pledged that the US would increase military aid to South
Vietnam short of committing combat forces. A joint US-GVN commuanique
on January 4, 1962 announced that a broad economic and social program
to imérove living standards would be undertaken simultaneously with
measures to strengthen South Vietnam's defense. On February 8, the
USMAAG was reorganized to become USMACV under four-star General Harkins
with a strength of 4,000 US military personnel. By December 1962, this
advisory force had risen to 11,000. As US economic and military
assistance grew, the GVN began a series of méjor efforts at pacification
(Operations Sunrise, Sea Swallow, etc,) that involved relocating villéges
and peagants into newly constructed and fortified strategic hamlets.

US public assessments of progress during this period, initially
optimistic, grew more cautious as the results of the US effort emerged.
On July 6, 1962, Defense Secretary McNamara wasl"encouraged" by the
increased effectiveness of US aid; on January 11, 1963, Admiral Felt
declared the Communists faced "inevitable" defeat and was “confident"
the Sogth Vietnamese would win the war; by April 22, 1963, Sécretary Rusk
termed the situation "difficult and dangerous' and tﬂe US role "limited

and supporting."




Summary :

As in the preceding period, INR judged that the Communists could
not overthrow the GV or seize power in the wake of a2 noa-Communist coup,
but also that Diem's regime seemed still to be incapable of halting the
deterioration in security being produced by the insurgency. ©Noting the
aftempt against Diem in February 1962, INR judged that the body politic
was becoming increasingly unhealthy and that further attempts at coups
might quite possibly occur. It also continued to believe that there
were viable non-Communist alternatives te Diem.

In analyzing the struggle against the Communists, INR céntinued to
note the harmful effects of Diem's tight control over governmentai
activity and his failure to delegate authority. It also observed that
the regime persisted in greatly over—emphasizing military aspects of the
war, although Nhu gave lip service to stressing the socio-political
revolution. The failure of the regime fo.give weight to the broader
non—mili;ary elements of counterinsurgency reflected another continuing
problem-—an increasing unwillingness of Diem and Nhu to accept US guidance,
and Nhu's mounting criticism of the US. This trend took a new and ominous
turn when, as INR noted with alarm, the seansitive anod suspicious regime
curtailed the US advisory role in the field.

The conduct of the war itself added novel aspects to some old issues

and generated new issues. INR developed the view that conditions
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fequired a small-scale, unconventional effort, while operations of

large conventional units that relied on air power and artillery were
inadequate. INR went on to discuss the recently developed "strategic
hamlet" program; it expressed concern over the manmer in which the pro-
gram was being applied, but cauticusly endorsed the underlying concept.
In evaluating the trend of the war INR continued to hold that the tide
had not yet turned as measured by initiative, territorial Eontrol, and
recruitment. The problem of statistics and their reliability took on
sharper focus, and INR doubted the validity of certain figures which
were basic to estimates of a favorable trendline. Infiltratiom from the
North was another subject for which hard evidence could not be currently
available; allowing for this time lag, INR stili held that Hanoi had the
ability to increase infiltration to match what i1t saw as its needs.
Finally, the enemy's use of Cambodia was held by INR to be marginal.

More broadly, INR continued to judge that the North would not engage
in large-scale aggression but would continue the existing pattern of
support, albeit at a faster tempo. As the question of Chinese involvement
drew attention, INR judged that although Peking's threats were imprecise,
China would come into the war if necessary should the ﬁS invade North
Vietnam. Communist calls for a Geneva C;nference or talk of neutraliza-
tion were considered by INR as no more than ploys to put political

pressure ou the US, and not as indicators of a genuine quest for a settle-

ment.
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Security Situation: ;

The massive new effort in itself constituted grounds for optimisnm,
but fundamental weaknesses of the GVN and ARVN persisted; and while
the rapid increase in anci—Communist activities resulting from US support
and direction provided statistics to demonstrate progress, the new
statistics were of unknown reliability and uncertain relevance. More-
over, efforts were so localized,‘and varied so greatly in quality, that
examples were readily available to support either gloomy assessments or
cheerful ones. A divergence grew between assessments thgt focused on
indications of increased non-Communist capabilitles and those less
optimistic ones which balanced the new assets against old liabilities.
For example, when the Interagency Intelligence Committee in Saigon con-
cluded in March 1962 that a "military stand-off" had been achieved, INR
believed-"the tide has not been turned against the Viet Cong in terms of
their ability to expénd their control in the countryside or to recruit
and build up their forces, and they almost cer;ainly continue to retain
the military initiative."l

On ﬁarch 19 Diem approved the recommendations of the US and of the
British Advisory Mission that was headed by R.K.G. Thompson; INR noted
that the strategic village concept had become "a matter of national high

2
priority policy for the GVN." By June 18, however, INR found reliable

1. See II-1: MM-RFE-62-32, "Comments on Saigon's Iatelligence Assessment
of the Viet Cong,' March 14, 1962.

2. See II-2: MM-RFE-62-53, "Implementation of an Effective Strategic
Concept for South Vietnam," April 3, 1962.
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evidance "that the progran suffiers seriously from inadequate direction,
coordination and material assistance by the central goverunment,' that
Province chiefs had drawn up "unrealistically high quotas," and that
tne insufficiency of resources provided by the government had resulted
in “poorly constructed aﬁd poorly defended settlements and in financial
3
levies on the peasant.'”  Although "US materiel, training, and advice,
supplemented by tactical support by US units, have produced an improve--
ment In armed operations'...and the Viet Cong “is now meeting more
effective resistance...nonetheless, ﬁhe VC continue to increase their
armed strength...and, on balance, to erode goverument authority in the
4 .
countryside.” Ou balance, INR judged that "there is no evidence to sup-
port certgin allegations of substantial deterioration...[rather] tﬁere
is evidence of heartening progress...; there is still much to be done...
particularly in the political-administrative sector; a judgment on the
ultimate success in the campaign...is premature; but we do think that the
chances are good provided there is continuing progress by the Vietnamese
5
Government along the lines of its present strategy."

Five months later, Iin the report it wrote as contribution to an NIE

on South Vietnam, INR was less hopeful and again did not agree with the

3. See II-3: RFE-27, 'Progress Report on South Vietnam," June 18, 1962

4., See II-4: 1id.
5. See II-5: id.
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SECRET . 6.
estimate of Diez and zmany US officials in Saigon that the tids was turn-
ing against the VC: "At best, it appears that the rate of deterioratiod

6
nas decelerated." The paper spoke of greater attention to the political,

economic, and social aspects of counterinsurgency and improved tactical
éapabilities, but found that the "war has not abated nor has the Viet
Cong been weakened."7 Al though tﬁe results of the pacification approach
"are encouraging," it "has not yet altered the balance between the govern-
ment and the Viet Cong in the countryside."8

Moreover, the outlook remained problematical. INR continued to hold
that the Viet Cong-—-even in combination with rebel Cao Dail or Hoa Hao
elements--could not overthrow the government militarily, and that it
lacked the ties with the non-Communist opposition it needed to lead a
successful coup.9 Howvever, Hanol could 'step up infiltration as the situ-
ation warrants, with relatively little danger of detection and no great
difficulty." "It is entirely possible that the Viet Cong will step up
its armed operations...in the belief that further military escalation is
necessary in order to counter the growing respouse and effectiveness of
the GVN forces and US support."lo

During the next year, "the.GVN probably will not be able to halt

completely the deteriorating security trends, let alonme reverse the tide

against the Viet Cong, unless Saigon significantly accelerates and

6. See II-6: RFE-59, "The Situation and Short-term Prospects in South
Vietnam," December 3, 1962

7. See II-7: 4id.
8. See II-8: id.
9. See II-9: id.
10. See II-10: id. A TN B SR T A
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improves its response to the insurgency." Even 1f 1t increases
military operations, 'the GVN will not be able to comnsolidate its mili-
tary successes into permanent political gains...unless it gives more
emphasis to non-military aspects of the counterinsurgency program,
integrates the strategic hamlet program with an expanded systematic
pacification program and appreciably modifies military tactics,"
particularly large-unit actions and airpower and artillery--othervise
12

it might increase peasant identification with the Viet Cong. In any

case, 'Progress against the insurgents will probably remain difficult

to evaluate accurately...GVN statistics....should continue to be treated
11

with extreme caution."

Oun the whole, INR took a gloomy view of the GVN's ability to stage
an effective effort. The substantial increase in US presence had, to be
sure, improved morale among the middle and upper echelons, and there
was "céuse for optimism" 6;;;\its effectiveness, but morale among the
lower levels was unknown and desertion ratesgggzgzzﬁcreasiug. In spite
of this increase in US support, moreover, ''Diem and particularly N¥hu may
also remain extremely reluctant to accept possible US proposals directed
toward furt@er integration [of the program]...or directed toward sub-
stantially altering the present balance between emphasis on purely

13
military...[versus] political, social and economic measures." Indeed,

11. See I1-12: id.
12. See II-11: id.

13. See I1I-13: id.
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although Nhu had repeatedly expressed his appreciation of the long-
range socioc-political revolution which would be the inevitable result of
the pacification program, "there is no evidence...either in recent
developments or in the records of past performance, particularly YNhu's,
14

that such are their real objectives and expectations."

Later that month, INR put it more bluntly: 'there appears to be
no reason as yet to question the soundness of the concept. But -there
is a very real question as to how well and wholeheartedly it is being

15
put into effect;'" although

"

nuch depends on the ability of the govern-
ment to show convincing evidence of its intent to improve the lot of the
peasants, ...government efforts appear to be aimed largely at increasing
government control” over them.16

INR stressed Hanoi's ability to increase infiltration as it saw fit,
and estimated that there had probably been some increase during the
spring, a lull during the monscon in the central hiéhlands (July-August),
and possibly another increase beginning in the fall. INR maintained,
however, that, while judgments could be made regarding such shifts in

magnitude, the evidence was not precise enough to support an estimate of

the number involved. It also held that the infiltrators would continue

-
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to be native southermers, thus enabling Hanoi to maintain the fiction that

the insurgency was a totally indigenous movement. Further, INR continued

14, Quoted from INR Contribution to NIE 53-62, November 8, 1962

15. See II-14: RFE-66, "Capsule Assessment of the Effort in South Vietnam,'

December 19, 1962
16. See II-15: id.
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to hold the view, now.accepted by most observers with the notable
exception of Diem, tnat the VC depended primarily upon local recruitment’
17

to expand its capabilities, rather than on external sources.

Similarly, INR found that available evidence did not substantiate
Diem's charge that the VC made “extensive use’ of Cambodian territory.
INR did think it clear “that the VC have made limited use of the Cambodian
frontier, principally as a safe haven,' but doubted that such use had
been "of more than marginal importance to the VC effort during the past

18
two years or so."

In tactics, besides continuing to emphasize the need for unconven-
tional use of small units and for modified use of-artillery and airpower,
INR took special issue with the use of chemicals for crop destruction.

It noted possible international repercussions, pointed out that there was
not enough intelligence about VC supplies and access to food, and wammed
that, until the VC had been 1isolated and concentrated in well defined
areas, crop destruction would-tend to harm innocent peasants but not the
VC. Moreover, the West would be establishing a precedent for the use of
unconventional weapons in Asia which would reduce the opprobrium for an

: 19
enemy who might in the future follow suit.

17. See II-16: RFE-30, "Reports on Increased Communist Infiltration into
South Vietnam from Laos," July 16, 1962; and II-17: RFE-49, "Evidence
of Recent Communist Infiltration into South Vietnam Ffrom Laos,"”
October 19, 1962

18. See II-18: RFE-35, "Viet Cong Use of Cambodian Territory," Aug. 7, 1962

19. Summarized from MM~RFE-62-108, 'Crop Destruction in South Vietnam,'

July:28, 1962, and MM-RFE-62-118, “Crop Destruction in South Vietnam,"

August 24, 1962.
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The Political Picture:

Political developments in this period began explosively on February
27 when two RVNAF pilots bombed and strafed the Presidential Palace in
Saigon. In an internal memorandum on that same day,.INR defined three
underlying elements in South Vietnam which encouraged the plotting of
coups: first, and perhaps wmost important, was Diem's inability to meet
the threat from the Viet Cong; second was the discontent which flourished
among Saigon officials and intelligentsia over the metﬁods of Diem and
his immediate family, although there was "little evidence...of any wide-
spread popular dislike of Diem personally;" and the third was that "the
entire Viet Cong effort....seeks to discredit Diem in every way possible.
Thus plotting would remain a possibility "unless Diem can demonstrate a
sustained improvement in the fight against the Viet Cong."20 US support
continued to act as a counterweight against a coup, but criticism of the
US-—such as Mme. Nhu's--would further alienate important military and

21

civilian elements. Moreover, the GVWN "is undoubtedly depriving itself

of an important measure of support’ by its repressive tactics against

the labor movement, which could become a “major new and possibly critical
22
element of opposition."

Once more, INR asserted its opinion that there was an alternative to

Diem. When a Policy Guidelines Paper on Vietnam stated that “no central

20. See II~-19: MM-RFE-62-17, "Assessment of Intelligence Reporting and Coup

Prospects in South Vietnam," February 27, 1962
21. From IN-MM-62~29, "Vietnam's Madame Nhu Publicly Attacks US,"
March 13, 1962
22. See II-20: RM, RFE-19, "The Confederation Vietnamienne du Travail
Chretien (CVIC) - An Assessment,'" February 23, 1962
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