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Chapter Four: Relying on the Model

]

The record of the Sihanoukville episode
suggests that some analysts positively
preferred a process that favored deductions
from an academic mode! over inferences from
incomplete and inconsistent clandestine
reporting. The factual bases for the models
that governed the measurement of things, like
Trail traffic and attrition, were themselves also
incomplete. But they aggregated masses of
data, obviating the need for judgment about
the accuracy or authenticity of individual

reports. ] f

The Sihanoukville traffic, by contrast, required
interpretation of each report: source
authenticity and reliability, the access of both
primary and subsources, and the inherent
plausibility of the content. This surely
increased the perceived risk to the analysts of

accepting agent reporting that challenged the

received wisdom.|

This mentality helps explain both OER's
enduring confidence in shipping

estimates and its initial reluctance to accept

thq implied by the Kosem
documents. One anonymous draft accepted as

“theoretically attainable” th

for the four largest deliveries that the
documents described. But it questioned the
authenticity of the documents, demanding a
level of supporting empirical evidence from
which the overland thesis had always been
exempt. Thus, no agent reporting had
suggested any of the prerequisites for such a

capacity:

l

|

‘And there were

negative factors: "Most sources” had indicated

nd \

-

The very scarcity of clandestine reporting,
whatever its quality, had justified the prevailing
skepticism well into 1967. Thereafter,
confidence in the explanatory power of the
various conceptual models—Cambodian and
North Vietnamese interests and intentions,
and the 1969 Cambodian shipping estimates,
for example—increasingly distorted the
analytical process. In this connection, _ T
himself long inclined to the conventional
interpretation, remembered OER’s protracted
reluctance to credit the purchasing agent's
reporting. Considerations like trail capacity and
the potential of boats, smuggling, and local
acquisition to fill the communists’ needs
dominated the analysts’ thinking and
discouraged an evenhanded evaluation of
information that challenged received wisdom.?

Not merely the prevailing substantive
assumptions but the very formulation of the
issue militated against valid analysis.
Throughout the debate, OER insisted on
defending a categorical position that classified
the overland route as “primary” or “basic.” This
practice persisted despite opposition from at
least three analysts. recalled his
unsuccessful attempts, after 1968, to
persuade ,_]—and later at
least to treat the issue as open and to abstain
from taking a categorical position. )
remembered his own similar efforts.
And was doing the same thing,
at the same time, with the same result.
Whatever the reasons for the attachment to
the overland thesis, they did not include in-

house consensus.?
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Eand the other dissenters had at least a
common understanding of the terminology. But
as used in OER publications, the “primary” or
“basic” classification had another weakness,
its mushy semantics. It might refer to actual
quantities carried, or to the relative security of
the two routes, or even, as we have seen, fo a
subjective judgment of the relative importance
assigned to them by the North Vietnamese. As
emerges in Jtestimony, the term
“primary” or “basic” could be and was
redefined to suit the requirements of the
overland thesis. As the quantity issue became
increasingly contentious, the reliance on
notions like security, control, and importance

grew proportionately.

This semantic carelessness abetted what may
well have been an entirely unconscious
response to demands—both self-imposed and
from management—for a categorical answer
to a question that, in fact, defied such an
answer. Having taken refuge in the imprecision
of “basic” and “primary,” the overland school
avoided engaging the argument of the
skeptics, who were always concerned solely
with quantities.|

A reluctance, rooted in professional pride, to
admit that the evidence allowed more than one
interpretation may account in part for OER'’s
rigidity. But managerial expectations, whether
real or perceived, also played a role in OER’s
insistence, if not on the overland interpretation
itself, at least on having a thesis to defend.
More than 30 years later, the
representative on the Graham mission,

still thought it “weaselly” of

to have abstained from taking a position,

even in categorical dissent. view, the
purpose of the mission was to come up with a
definitive answer, and, ambivalence
seemed to indulge his perceived “loner”
proclivities at the expense of contributing a
judgment. To the extent that

|

understanding of the team’s charter reflected
the prevailing mentality in OER, it may be said
that bureaucratic pressure affected the
objectivity of the process.4| -

Ancther analytical crutch took the form of a
prevailing assumption that, even at the time,
begged to be challenged. Applying the
rational-actor model, OER continually asserted
that, by opening a route through Sihanoukville,
the North Vietnamese would subject the
security of their logistics to the whims of a
mercurial Sihanouk. But the argument was
invalid on its face. Security would not be
abdicated, for Hanoi couid, at any time, revert
to full reliance on the overland route that OER
had always maintained could supply all of
South Vietnam. And this is what the North
Vietnamese promptly did, when Lon Nol cut
their access to Sihanoukville in early 1970:
they compensated by sending everything
down the trail in preparation for the Easter
offensive of 1972.

Still another procedural flaw is to be found in
the consistent failure to recognize the double
standard applied to the empirical evidence for
each of the competing interpretations. Even
the best agent reporting on quantities of
munitions through Sihanoukville had
inconsistencies and gaps that the orthodox
school invoked to justify skepticism about the
maritime route. Whatever the validity of what
called this “purism”—it was
certainly appropriate well into 1967—the same
rigor was never applied to quantities asserted
to be coming south from the triborder area,
about which there was little, if any, reporting.5

[

By late 1968, dissenting analysts were building
a countercase for Sihanoukville. They based it
both on clandestine reporting and on

circumstantial arguments like| “in-
for-a-dime-in-for-a-dollar” insight about
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Sihanouk’s abdication of neutrality. In this new
situation, a more rigorous analytical process,
one more open to self-questioning, would have
acknowledged the significance of the sparse
evidence for overland shipment below the
triborder area.s

Compromised Objectivity :

Several participants in the debate later came to
see individual and institutional bias as
encouraging resistance to serious
consideration of Sihanoukville as a major
transit point for arms. believed that
service in Cambodia tended to generate
sympathy for Sihanouk’s position, as the
Prince struggled to save his country with a
neutralist balancing act. )
remembered his own stance as open to
Sihanouk’s complicity in the arms traffic, but he
* agreed that pro-Sihanouk feeling was
commor

But the phenomenon existed also at CIA,
remembered having absorbed the
sentiment in OCI in the mid-1960s. He alsc
recalled a visit to DDI Ray Cline’s office,
sometime in 1964, where Cline advised him to
“take it easy on the Cambodians.”
interpreted this cryptic guidance as suggesting
he “cut Sihanouk some slack” when
interpreting allegations of collusion with the
VC/NVA that were already circulating.? D
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OER analysts indulged a similar, if less
emotionally charged, bias against clandestine
reporting from the CiA’s Directorate of
Operations. To some extent, it probably
resulted from a tendency to lump DO reporting
~ | Butaswe

l;vave seen, one analyst,
acknowledged the enduring bias generated by
experience with a credulous DO case officer in
Saigon. The DO’s perennial failure to achieve a
major penetration of the VC reinforced this

skepticism. The result for] _ ]was that he

was “too skeptical, too long” of the clandestine

%d_em

overland thesis. In doing so, he asserted, he

was driven by conviction, not by pressure from

above.”

‘ Ftarted with the belief—he thought other

" civilian observers shared it—that the US
military's perceived lust to attack Cambodia
stemmed more from frustration with
inconclusive combat in South Vietnam than
from any rigorous cost-benefit analysis of a

reporting on Sihanoukuville, “\

Analyst 7 ’TLNas among those who
recalled an atmosphere of “general skepticism”
of DO reporting, an atmosphere that derived

only partly from the fact that some of it was

_demonstrably junk|

-_|In his view, only those analysts
- more attuned to the political dimension paid
serious attention to human reporting. These

included| land

were more

attuned to the potential as well as the pitfalls of
agent reporting. 2|

Policy Preference as the Engine of Analysis

The intellectual biases that helped distort CIA’s
logistical estimates were reinforced by the
intrusion of policy preferences. One participant

in the Graham miission hade it
explicit that he saw his role on the 1968

Graham team as one of helping defend the

In addition,

accepted as fact Hanoi's reliance on the
overland route, and he believed that Sihanouk
was too cagey to |  into bed with Hanoi.
With this mindset, erceived desire to
expand the conflict looked politically and

regarded himself as having

a "mandate” to help support the overland

osition
i __IHe considered

himself totally free to consider new evidence
and received no guidance or instructions or
indications as to what he would conclude. At
the same time, he assumed that his superiors
knew what he would conclude. But he saw no
inconsistency here, as he fully shared—
indeed, had helped form| '
consensus. The fact remains that he did not
consider the new information acquired during
the visit to South Vietnam to be worth including
in the subsequent report. Whether or not, by
objective criteria, it merited such
consideration, it does appear
objectivity was compromised to some material

H militarily ill-founded, a recipe for disaster.'
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degree by his commitment to a policy outcome. At the center of this issue is :l Had
And it is unlikely that he was the only observer he been only a working-level analyst, he would
whose judgment was affected in this way.‘sm have had to compete on an equal basis with
) other interpretations and other personalities.

The evidence for the impact of a similar policy Even then, working in something more like a
commitment at CIA is less direct, but goes to free market of ideas, his expertise and force of
the highest level of the Agency’s analytical personality would likely have materially
activity on the arms issue. Over a period of influenced the Agency's position on
time, ONE’ acquired the Sihanoukville. As it was, his position
impression tha ] attachment to the combined with his
overland thesis derived, at least in part, from a professional reputation and acknowledged
“subliminal reluctance” to see the war expand mastery of the “numbers,” came to dominate
into Cambodia.[  |emphasized the the debate in a way that stacked the deck
“subliminal” aspect: he did not see S against dissent.| |
having consciously sought to have the
intelligence product serve this view, but as On Sihanoukyville, [ngdo%) be
having been influenced by it. To the extent that simply wrong. But, as| ___|pointed
this was the case joined nd out, he had served with real distinction as a
possibly others in the same distortion of the leader in Indochina analysis. He would speak
analytical process of which many of them had truth to power, as in his insistence on the futility
long accused MACYV. they too used analysis— of bombing the North in order to break Hanoi's
ir'L ase quite consciously—to advance will. Unfortunately for the discussion of the
a policy agenda. s | arms traffic, the aura of authority created by

this record of accomplishment and the force of

his conviction on the subject only made it
The Perils of Argument From Authorityy | harderto get a hearing for a revisionist point of

view.” r ]
No one concerned with ensuring the integrity
of an analytical process would support Having set the CIA position, bpparently
argument from authority as a legitimate took for granted his analysts’ adherence to it. In
instrument of persuasion. Indeed, it appears late 1968, as we have seen] \
that the managers involved in CIA’s challenged him to accept the burden of proof
Sihanoukville analysis recognized the for the overland thesis eaction was to
importance of intellectual independence and, commission a piece to “support our contention”
in periodic reviews of the evidence, actively about the overland route. This formulation—
tried to guarantee it. Nevertheless, it also perhaps by ifnotby]  |—implied
appears that individual reputations for a unanimity of view that
expertise, buttressed by hierarchical thought owed something to bureaucratic
relationships, frequently operated to pressure. As recailed it, he had not
undermine it. 1 j been urging acceptance of any specific volume

of traffic, only that well-sourced clandestine

reporting be recognized as a credible
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challenge to the overland model. But
“didn’t want to buckD" This reluctance
motivated, at least partly, if~ —  View,
by deference to authority, ultimately caused
some estrangement between him and
a personal friend who had brought The pointisreinforcedby]  Bervice
him along to the when on the Graham mission. At the end, listening to
both left Soviet analysis. ™| the discussion of the draft report, he found
himself sympathizing with dissent
By 1968J believed that from the overland thesis. But[ | had
confirmation of deliveries at any level regarded himself, on the trip, more as DO
destroyed two arguments: 1) that Sihanouk “watchdog” than as substantive participant,
intended to preserve his neutrality; and 2) that and he hesitated even to participate in the
there was reason to doubt that the communists discussion. Disclaiming any unique expertise,
would fully exploit any access through he decided to cast his layman'’s vote with the
Cambodia. And OER now accepted that some preeminent—and supremely confident—
weapons were, indeed, transiting the country. authority on the subject,
But Accordingly, he signed the report, and
continued to "bulldoze his idea” past remained the only dissenting voice.?
issent. |
Somebody’s view had to prevail, and the Compartmentation and its Discontents
heterodox were as subject to error as their ,
adversaries. But it seems that, by 1968, DO participation in the Graham team—even if
subjective considerations had acquired an intended as no more than a matter of
unhealthy force. described bureaucratic turf protection at overseas
as so emotionally committed to the overland stations—had the salutary effect of generating
thesis that “he went around the bend . some communication between operational and
wouldn't talk to me.” But if the rigidity of | analytical elements. came to think
position reflected “arrogance and that, until late 1968, the entire episode served
: stubbornness,’[jconcluded also that as a paradigm of failed communication
he had allowed the discussion to reach between the two directorates. Only when the
stalemate when he failed to challenge ‘ Graham team was formed did the DO find out
numbers about ships and cargoes.? about the analytical model being used in the DI
nd learned to help OER levy precise
quirements. Similar regrets were to be found
Iso on the analytical side: o at
east, later deplored the lack of communication
ith the DO that prevailed during the
ihanoukville debate. 23|
46 4

\557%%&



C05260526

It does seem that better communication would
have encouraged a more sophisticated
interpretation of significant aspects of the
problem. Upon joining the team,
noted that analysts were still using

|as guide‘_—#

~ |He saw this as an

example of academic isolation from real-world
practice—in this case the Southeast Asian
habit of ignoring official load limits—that the
application of operational experience wouid
have mitigated.?| ‘

thought that the operational perspective
would have helped the analysts to avoid an
assumption that partially justified rejecting Hak
Ly as a North Viethamese instrumentality.
Contrary to the OER interpretation, the
existence of a branch office at Stung Treng
might have represented nothing more than a
cover, designed to give Hak Ly the appearance
of a legitimate commercial concern. Ignoring
that possibility served the prevailing skepticism
about reported truck convoys carrying
munitions to the border with lower South
Vietnam. 2| )

~|who replaced [ Jon the DO

desk, had a similar perspective on
collaboration between analysts and operators.
By late 1968, as he recalled it, he and other
desk officers saw Sihanouk as having
abandoned neutrality by his wholesale
accommodation of the VC/NVA, including the
military hospital at Kompong Cham. This
perspective was never conveyed to OER,

I

Wrong But Rational{

The record thus reveals substantial flaws in
CIA analysis of the Cambodian arms
controversy. However, it does not establish
that, even in early 1970, the D1 should have
assigned to Sihanoukville—and with the same
degree of confidence—the importance that it
had earlier attributed to the overland route.
There were, after all, powerful circumstantial
arguments against it. And if agent reporting
had now proved a substantial flow of arms
through Sihanoukville, exact quantification still

eluded the analysts.

A North Vietnamese Army history says that the Lao Dong Party’s Central Office for South Vietnam set up Rear Services Group

17 in July 1966 “in the friendly nation of Cambodia.” Under the name “Hac [sic] Ly Company,” it “cstablished purchasing offices in a
number of diffcrent arcas in Cambodia.” Nguyen Duy Tuong, Chief Editor, History of the Annamite Mountain Troops of the Ho Chi Minh

Trail, (Hanoi, People’s Army Publishing House, 1994), p. 139. Translation|
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Given the persuasiveness of the circumstantial
case, it was certainly reasonabile to require a
substantial body of reliable evidence to
establish a competing interpretation, and this
was a long time coming. Fanciful early
allegations of deliveries through Sihanoukville
inevitably and, to a point, legitimately
discredited agent reporting. When
knowledgeable CIA sources began producing
better information, some of it as early as 1967,
it was at first fragmentary and always subject
to inconsistencies and even contradictions.

| E—

From a procedural point of view, the problem
arose primarily in the treatment of evidence for
and against the opposing arguments. Had
equal rigor been applied to both, attachment to
the overland route would have given way
sooner to a more balanced interpretation. Two
examples illustrate this. First, the skepticism
that always, and often properly, greeted agent
reporting was not applied to information from
other sources. Thus, OER analysis
consistently questioned the authenticity of the

:

larger deliveries described b\d%,

and accurate. Indeed, as we have seen, their
skepticism led to rejection of what turned out to
be the most authoritative coverage. But no
such rigor was applied to interpreting the near-
total absence of reporting, from any source, on
overland deliveries. Factors such as the /
paucity of human sources below the tri-border
area certainly allowed, up to a point, continuing
faith in the overland thesis. But faith is what it
was. When the overland intelligence vacuum
persisted as the evidence for Sihanoukville
grew, faith required rationalization in order to

survive.. |

More generally, at least two of the participants
later concluded that there was what one of
them called too little “bottom up,” inductive
thinking and too much from the top down.
said he meant by that a propensity,
which he shared, to begin with a conclusion
rather than to build one from factual evidence.
Like other proponents of the overland theory,
he began with the conventional wisdom about
Sihanouk’s equities, the Ho Chi Minh Trail

The treatment of empirical evidence is equally
asymmetrical in the second example.

Regarding Sihanoukville, the analysts wanted
assurance that agent reporting was authentic

logistic flow and capacity, —]
0 .
|

Thus, ‘proceeded down the ladder to -
look at the evidence, | was met by [OER]
intelligence and analysis coming up from the

bottom which fit my prejudices perfectly”2 ¥

 Imade essentially the same

point in even more categorical terms.
Reflecting on the Sihanoukville failure, he
thought it pointed to the necessity, in any
conflict between empirical fact and an a priori
analytical model, for the analyst to rely on the
reporting. Impossible to apply in an absolute
sense—individual points of fact acquire
meaning only when integrated into a
hypothesis, however tentative—this

S\EY‘?H“EXL
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prescription does, nevertheless, encapsulate
the weakness of the Sihanoukville analysis.®

A Modicum of Objectivityf

No one with any self-knowledge thinks of
perfect objectivity as an achievable goal. The
most that can be done is to try to question
assumptions in hopes of identifying beliefs and
values that may interfere with disinterested
judgment. Such influences being more visible
in others than in oneself, it follows that a
vigorous adversarial process is essential to

identifying bias.|

Even then, subjective factors may persist. If the
Sihanoukville episode teaches anything, it is
that the assumptions and biases most strongly
held are those most in need of examination.
Accepting as a general principle the danger of
unexamined premises may open the analyst, if
not always to proactive self-criticism, at least to
respectful attention to divergent views. Absent
that openness, the universal human desire for
the comfort of certitude may overwhelm the
spirit of neutral inquiry that remains the ideal of

professional analysis.

S
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Source Note

The author is indebted to Richards J. Heuer, Jr's, discussion of analytical strategies in Psychology
of intelligence Analysis (Center for the Study of Intelligence, 1999). Merle Pribbenow's translations
of official North Vietnamese Army histories give Hanoi's version of Hak Ly and the size of the

Sihanoukville traffic. Er\

Source material for this study has come almost exclusively from the official record and from the
recollections of what is hoped Is a representative sample of surviving participants in the
Sihanoukville controversy. The small amount of open literature on the subject is restricted even
further by its overlapping authorship. 1t is written from the perspective of senior management,
whose role in the Sihanoukville analysis was limited largely to interpreting to the working level the
terms and sense of urgency with which the policymakers were pressing for a resolution. The way
in which this guidance actually influenced the analysts ultimately depended, of course, on the
latter’s understanding of what management wanted. Accordingly, this study relies on working
documents and participant recollections to establish the psychological climate in which the debate

took plac
|

The literature is of interest, nevertheless, for its revelation of various perspectives and purposes at
the management and policy levels.

Bundy, William P, A Tangled Web: The Making of Foreign Policy in the Nixon Presidency (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1998). With respect to Cambodia, Bundy is concerned mainly to discredit
Nixon’s ground incursion in the spring of 1970. Despite his presumptive access to the definitive
intelligence that proved the contrary, he relies on the findings of an outside academic to justify his
conclusion that the Sihanoukville traffic was “insignificant.”

Hathaway, Robert M., and Russell Jack Smith, Richard Helms as Director of Central Intelligence,
1966-1973 (Center for the Study of Intelligence, 1993). Smith’s portion of this survey of the Heims
incumbency vividly describes the political atmosphere of the late Johnson and early Nixon
administrations. It relates the Sihanouk controversy to the even more ferocious battle over enemy
order of battle in South Vietnam and to the controversial CIA estimates—validated by subsequent
events—of strategic bombing and North Vietnamese morale and will to fight. The CIA analytical
process itself, and the reasons for its failure on Sihanoukville, get only perfunctory treatment.| |

Helms, Richard, A Look over My Shoulder: A Life in the Central Intelligence Agency (New York:

Random House, April 2003). Helms gives an account of the political context similar to the one
provided by Jack Smith for the DClI's biography. The account of the collection effort that ultimately

51
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led to the shipping documents is unreliable, even fanciful, in its assertion that a CIA-owned truck
was inserted into the convoy system for Chinese arms. Beyond a rueful acknowledgment of
shortcomings, the analytical process is not discussed.

Smith, Russell Jack, The Unknown CIA: My Three Decades with the Agency (Washington, DC:
Pergamon-Brassey's International Defense Publishers, Inc., 1988). Smith’s autobiography provides
some of the material for the Helms memoir. It differs in emphasis in its preoccupation with collisions
between CIA and the Nixon White House. Regarding the analytical controversy itself, Smith defends
OER when he recounts an undated episode, perhaps in 1968, in which MACV analysts admitted to
him with embarrassment the “shoddy, low-grade reports” on which they were relying. Their tentativ
conclusions were right, he acknowledges, but only for the wrong reasons.! [jg
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