A T

VI - A Magsive Effort to Turn the Tide: February 1966 ~ April 1968.

Background:
When the bowbing pause of 37 days in December 1965 and January 1966

failed to produce negotiatious, the US resumed and intensified its
strikes against the North. Clearly, US military power by itself had not
succeeded in forcing either a military or a negotiated solution. It was
~ thus plainer than ever that the establishment of a viable government in
Saigon was crucial if the war was not to extend indefinitely in time and
scope——and perhaps to include a confliét with China.
Cousequently, the US launched a massive AID program designed to
foster a politicai, gsocial, and economic revolutiou im South Vietnam; and
o laid plans for developing the institutions necessary to consolidate and
perpetuate progress along these desired lines. The new program was
initiated at the meeting of February 6-8 between President Johnson and
Premier Ky at Honolulu. In September 1966, South Vietnam elected a con-
stituent assembly which drafted a new constitution, and a year later held
elections for President under the new laws. For the first time since the
early days of Diem, the country emerged under a Presidential government
which could base its mandate~—~however shaky--on a credible demonstration
of the democratic process.
Throughout this period, the US gave highest priority to the new

pacification program, which was baged on the reforms originally envisaged

by the US, but never effectively pursued. At the gsame time, increments




of US and allied troaps were steadily added to compensate for increased
infiltration of Communist forces from the North. Ian July 1967 MACY's
estimates of Communist strength rose to 294,000, including 50,000
regular North Vietnamese troops; by August 1967, the authorized US
troop level rose to 525,000 and those?of the ARVN had been raised to
685,000, Casualties on all sides during this period rose at a rate
which far exceeded the rate of increase in cémbatants, testifying to the
~ raplid grovth in scope and intensity of the war. US officials had begun )
to show confidence in the results of the combined military and pacifica-
tion effort when the Communists launched a apectacular offensive during
the Tet holidays of February 1968 which included simultaneous attacks on
{ virtually every ﬁajor urban center in South Vietnam. The Tet offensive
cost the Communists major losses in personnel but it severely reversed
most of the gains in the pacification effort.

The prospects that a settlement could be negotiated showed little
sign of ixprovement during wmost of this periocd although each side made
significant changes in its position. In October 1966, President Johuson
reaffirmed his terms that he would halt the bombing only if Hanoi gave
indication that it in turn would de—escalate its military activitie? in
South Vietnam; he also promised to withdraw US forces from South Vietnam
within six months from the time Hanoi disengaged from the war and the vio-
lence ''thus subsided." A year later, in his San Antonio speech of
September 29, 1967, President Johnson altered the formula so that the
bombing could st;p "when this would lead promptly to productive disgcus-

< sions." He also modified his requirement for reciprocity by stating
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that the US would operate on the assumption that Hanoi would not take
advantage of a halt to lncrease infiltratioan. These terms were subse—
quently interpreted by Secretaries McNamara and Clifford to mean that
it would be acceptable for the Communists to maintain normal supply
operations for their forces in being at the time of the halt.

FPor its part, Hanoi changed its positioa regarding negotiations in
two respects. Although it had demanded US “'recognition" of its Four
Points and, less clearly, some recognition of the NLP as preconditions for
negotiation, Hanol scon made 1t clear that it did not insist on these
demands and thét the only precondition involved a bombing halt. In
January 1967, Hanoi publicly noted that there "could be" talks following
a total cessation of bombing, 'and modified this formula to "would"“ a year
later. Oun HMarch 31, 1968, the President announced 2 halt {in bombing above
the 20th parallel and offered to begin negotiations; when Hanol agreed to
undertake procedural discussions, the way was finally opened to talks.

The questions for the US during this period thus were first, how to
create a government with the legitimacy and streagth t; agsuwe Increasing
political and military respouﬁibility for the war; second, how to conduct

an effective pacification effort; and third, how to get Hanol to the con-

ference table.

Summagz:

The area in which, during this period, the most progress occurred
was the stabilizing of the political situation in Saigon, though the

effectiveness of the regime remained very much in question. When the Ky




government establishe& a schedule of elections leading to constitutional .
government, INR; noting the absence of popular agitation for reforms at
that time, judged that the program would be acceptable if carried out as
promiged. Héwever, conflict within the military gave the Buddhists an
opportunity to stage a showdown over the timing of reforms. Although
~this effort failed, INR felt that the situation still remained dangerous,
Even when there was a high turnout for the Constituent Assembly, INR

felt that there was little popular support for Ky. _Qver the next year,

it became even more reserved over the wvalue of military rule, noting the
potentially expiosive rivalry between Ky and General Thieu, the Chief of
State, and ;he dangers of Ky's efforts to ensure his electoral victory.
INR held that a civilian govermment that could gather genuine popular sup-
port would be preferable to continued military leadership, even at the risk
of a degree ;f instability. In any event, 1t noted early in the contest
for power that Thieu was probably stronger than Ky, and therefore advised
that the US not back anyone in mid-1967. With Thieu's triumph snd amother
good election turnout, INR noted that a modicum of order had returned to
Saigon, again making the security situation the primary determinant of
stability.

In the field of security, INR held that the situation had not improved
during 1966-67, since the Communists retained the initiative and had kept
their astrength intact. The Allies could not register extensive gains,
reduce the Communist capability for small-scale operations, destroy their

political infrastructure, or diminish their hold in the coumtryside. The
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strategic balance thus was not altered. Able to field a combat force
nearly equal in numbers to that of the Allies, the Communists increased
the over—all number of their attacks even if their large-scale actions

diminished in frequency.

The precepts of counterimnsurgency, INR beiieved, remained the pro~

fessed-%aais for action through all these years, but had rarely been
applied in practice. AIHR did not accept MACV's concept of '“two wars," and
treated the security problem as a single entig}. It noted, however, that
the Alljes were fighting-—to their detriment--two d{sconnected styles of

(” combat and, what was worse, were giving far greater prierity to the con-
ventional struggle than to the counterinsurgency campaign. INR also
concluded that the wmajor paéification campaign begun late in 1966 was gelf—
defeating in its emphasis on rapid progress, egpecially since the rate
projected for converting ARVN forces to this assignment was highly unrealis-

-

tic.

The Tet affensive in 1968 was viewed by INR as an extension of past
Communigt strategy into the urben sector, primarily to create the coaviction
that the Communists could mot lose che war and had to be accommodated.
Later, INR noted that, in the wake of Tef, a security vacuum had been
created in the countryside, resulting in a serious setback for pacificatibu.
The Communists, on balance, did not appear to have made the gains they had
originally sought, but they had eroded the Allied position to a meagurablc

<- extent and remained prepared for a more protracted effort.
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Throughout 1966, INR estimated that Hanol would remain tough om

negotiations, keeping the door open for an opportunity to deal on favora-

oy
-y

ble terms but looking to protracted warfare to gain its ends. The Chinese

took a still harder line, but INR believed that Hanoi was making 1ts own
decisions; it felt that North Vietnén favored Rnssién-diplonatic efforts
to the extent that they softéned the US position.

Hanoi showed some sign of movement in January, 1967, when it ceased
to démand a8 a condition for talks that the US recognize the Four Points.
INR thought that Hanoi considered the Trinh interview to be a major gtep,
since it implied that contact could follow if the US ended bombing and
other acts of war against the Rorth. As distinct from talks, however, a
settlement was still conditional upon the Four Points and recognition of
the NLF.

fhereafter, until the end of 1967, Hanoil's public stance remained on
dead center, and INR observed that difficulties in the South, the Chinese
Cultural Revolution, and American pressure for mutual concessions at each
stage pregsented serious problems for the North Vietnamese. INR judged
during the }ear that Hanoi would not make a substantial move but that
tentative private contacts could test the atmosphere and clarify specific
issues. It recognized that the US ability to influence Ranoi was limited,
and that Hanoi was suspicious of the US and had a strong wilitary position
in the South. Careful probing, however, plus a continuation of the mili-
tary pattern of operations against the North could, INR estimated, bring

forth evidences of flexibility.

Bt



5\ R -y

BN
PN

et ol B
N ;_;;t‘\"?' .
SECRET . i C 7

After the President's San Antonio speech, INR anticipated no con-
cessions by Hanol on reciprocity or on recognition of the NLF?, and
Judged that North Vietnam would seek a spectacular military triumph before
negotiating. Trinh's statement at year's end that there "will" be talks
i1f the bombing ceased was considered a firm commitment so far as talking
"went, but INR added that the Communigts, with their assets largely
intact, had alternatives other tham a negotiaﬁed settlement open to them.
At this time, INR began to develop possible scenarios for negoti-
ating. It believed that Banoi might use the issue of an agenda as a
delaying tactic, would avoid discussions of a ceagse-fire or refer them
to the NLF, and would press for recognition of the NLF, complete cessation
of hostilities, and reparations. By March 1969, INR concluded that Hanoi
had, over the preceding four moaths, baéked away somewhat from its origi-
nal position on all current issues with ﬁhe exception of reciprocity.
Chinese reaction to the Vietnamese war, it had become evident by mid-
summer of -1966, would probably not be as aggressive as INR had earlier
assumed. The governing considerations included the Cuitural Revolution,
which had diverted Peking's attention from the Vietnamese conflict, as well
as”China's relatively cautious attitude in the face of more gerious US
bombing raids against Haiphong and Hanol and near the Chinese border. INR
Judged that China would not openly intervene as long as there was no fmmi-
nent threat that the US would invade North Vietnam or that the Banoi regime
would be destroyed. Im April, 1967, however, in comsidering certain pro-
posals for masai%e air attack that opened up the prospect of threatening

the physical integrity of the regime, INR judged that this action would lead




Hanoi to seek and Chiné to provide vhatever degree of assistance would
be necessary to avert collapse. It bglieved, as before, that North

‘ Vietnam would take this step in full awareness of the increased influ-
ence Peking would gain, and that China would be willing to risk war with
the US. As the war escalated during 1967, INR estimated that the
Chinese might take specific acticn of relatively low risk to sustain
Banéi—~for ingtance, permitting North Vietnamese aircraft to fly opera-
tions out 6f Chinese bases, or augmenting ;he Chinese wmilitary countingent
in North Viétnam.

Sudden Democracy.

The Homolulu meeting of Pebruary 1966 recognized the need to create
an indigenous goverument in South Vietnam with sufficiegt support and
stability to counteract nationalist dislike of US influence in national
affairs and eventually to take over thg US role both in the war and in
future negotiations. INR reQiewed the prospects for conducting the neces-
sary elections and concluded that there was mno intense pressure at the
moment, although there still was a popular desire for ;lectiona. It
therefore considered that the announced schedule was adequate to satisfy
popular demands provided the govermment did not procrastinatc.l INR
noted, however, that there were discrepancies between estimates of how
much of the rural population would be able’ to participate in elections

without undue Communist influence. HACV maintained that by November 1965

the areas which hgd'béen pacified held 52% of the rural populationm, but

1. See W-1: RFE-MM, “National Electioms in South Vietnam," HMarch 7, 1966




Thieu and Ky estimated respectively that at the beginnihg of 1966 only
30Z and 257 of the population were sufficiently free from Communist
inﬁimidation to hold elections.2

The timing of elections, however, was soon to become an igsue in
the last serious confrontation between the Buddhists and the GVN. When
Ky attempted to dismiss I Corps Commander Gen. Thi on grounds of insub-
ordination, Buddhist protest demonstrations flared in Hue and Danang.
Originating as a protest against dismissal of one of the leaders of the
unsuccegsful attempt Iin 1960 at a coup againast Diem, the movement quickly
focused on the immediate restoration of civilian govermment. Although a
compromise seemed possible in the beginning, INR believed that both sides
were headed for a showdown and that this Buddhist protest formed the most
serious threat to a government since the one that had ultimately toppled
Diem. On the other band, INR suggested, the unfortunate instability pro-
duced by the confrﬁntation was partially balanced by the fact that without
this channel of expressiom the Communists could probably better have
exploited popular dissatisfaction.3 INR judged that once the contest moved
from the streets to ﬁhe polls, the Buddhists might attempt to boycott the

elective process but would not in any case dominate the electious as an

organized political force.
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2. See VI-2: RFE-MM, "US and GVN Statistics on Viet Coug Control Conflict,
January 7, 1966

3.. See VI-3: 1IN-190, "Political Instability in South Vietnsm: Some
Positive Aspects,” Harch 24, 1966
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The US supported iy's judgment that the electoral process could not
be accelerated to meet Buddhist demands, and backed his decisions to re-
move Thi and to quell the disturbance by show of force. INR continued
to judge the gituation to be explosive, and .regarded as premature and
ominous Ky's view that the Buddhists had been defeated by his use of
force. In fact, however, the combination of US support and Ky's pledge
to hold elections deprived the Buddhists of both the issue and the follow-
ing with which to continue the crisis. l

In reviewing the prospects for elections‘for the national comstitu-
ent assembly in September, 1966, INR concluded that the size of the vote
remained the central issue rather than who won. Although there would
probably be little response to the Buddhist boycott per se, combined
Buddhist and Cowmmunist pressures might have produced a situstion in which
the easiest choice for the Vietnemese voter would be to abstain. In =y
case, it was difficult to see how the goverument could surpass the 73Z
turnout of vocar& in the relatively tranquil 1965 provincial elections
unless it manipulated the vote.d The folloving.day pfhved a2 pleagant sur-
prise to all concerzed when 80.8% of the reglstered voters cast their
ballots, without obvious g0vernment manipulation. However, INR did not
interpret this surprisingly high turmout to imply popular support for the
Ky government, Rather, the massive US presence had "insulated the
government against the full consequences of its many and continued weak-

nesges"; and, although the political situation had clearly improved,

4. See VI-4: 1IN-561, “Prospects in the South Vietnamese Rlections
' Uncertain," September 10, 1966
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