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T HE S EC RETA RY OF DEF E NS E 
W A S H I NG T O N . D C 2 030 1 

MEMO RANDUM FOR THE PRES IDENT 

SUBJ ECT: Air a nd Naval Operati on s Aga i ns t North Vietnam 

Ba_ckgroun d an d ~E.tur e o f Obj ecti ve 

At thi s s t age o f de ve l opments , wit h Neogit ati ons talks seemi ng ly 
stall ed in Pa r i s , with comb at activity l ev el s redu ced in So ut h Viet­
nam, but with s eemi ng ly risin g l evel s o f di scont ent in the United 
St a tes , we should revi ew the ove r - a l l situati on and det ermine th e 
cours e of action best calcul at ed to ac h i eve ou r objec t ive there. 
As you hav e stat ed, our obj ec t i ve in Sout h Vie t nam is t o achi eve for 
th e South Vi etn ames e people a n oppo r t un i t y t o det ermine th e pol itical 
and economic in stituti ons under wh ic h th ey wil I l1ve. Va r io us 
alt ernati ve s to achi eve th a t obj ective are possible. Arra yed in 
t erms of intensit y -- and probably durati on -- o f U. S. involv ement, 
there are a t l east fou r alt ernative concepts : (a) A ra p i d U.S. 
exodus under honorabl e conditions, e . g . , under the umbrella of a 
cease- fir e ; (b) accel erat ed Vi etnami zati on o f a l l l evel s o f a c t i v i ty 
in Sout h Vi e t nam; (c) pu rs u i t of th e currentl y programmed Vietnami­
zation activity; or (d) es ca l a ted U.S. military ac t iv i ty wi t h an eye 
t oward s imposing decisivel y on North Vietn am's wil I and capabil it y 
t o pursue the wa r in South Vi etnam. Thi s memorandu m add res s e s the 
last alternati ve, i. e., that dealing with increas ed U.S. military 
activit y. 

Criteri a and General Obs e r va t ions 

In seeking o ~ r obj ec t ive in Sout h Vietnam, we must be alert t o 
some constraint s. We must, for exampl e, act in a fa shion which will : 

Maintain th e su pport of the American people. 

Be w i t h i n tolerabl e economic 1 imit s, both for the U.S. 
and Sout h Vietnam, i. e., not creat e undu e in f l a t io na ry 
or bal ance o f payments pressures on the on e hand or ex­
orbitant a nd sel f-defeating controls on the other ; 

Not destroy the pol i tical, ec onomic , and social fabri c 
o f South Vietnam and the other nation s of Southeast 
As i a ; DEC LASSIFIED 
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Not d is ab le us from honori ng ou r commi tment s and p ro ­
t ecting ou r secu r ity in t erests e lsewhere in the wo r l d ; 

Not res u l t in t he a l i enati on of o~ r f r iends and a l l ies 
el s ewh e re in t he wo r ld; and 

Not p rec i p i t a t e a wi de r , mo re co stly, a nd ev en l onge r 
confl ict. 

The f undament al que s ti on i s how t o gain ou r obj ec t i ve with in 
t hese ca ntra l l ing crit eria. Woul d esc al at ed U. S. mi l it ary ac t i v i t y 
do so? 

A t o t al mi l it a r y_vi cto.!:y wo u ld r equire th e de s t ruc t io n or ejec­
ti on o f NVN f o rce s f rom Sout h Vi etn am and it s immedi ate bord ers in 
Cambodi a, Laos an d No rth Vie t nam, pl us th e redu cti on of VC fo rces t o 
impoten ce. Thi s cour s e ha s some ru di mentary ap peal. 

A numb er o f ques t io ns a re rai sed, howev er, by th e con cept of 
mi l i ta ry victory. On e questi on i s whe t he r th e U. S. peo ple wou l d stand 
f or th e concomit ant higher ca sual t y l ev els on bo t h s i des . i~ second 
qu esti on i s whethe r th e U.S. economy cou ld s us t a in , wi t hout s ub­
st anti al rea dju stment s, th e bu rde n of increa sed resou rces f or the wa r 
effo r t . A third ques t ion , ass umi ng the increa sed mi l i ta ry ac t iv i ty 
woul d s pread throughout Sout heas t Asi a,· i s wne t he r the damag e l ev els 
in fl ict ed , esp eciall y in Sout h Viet nam, wou ld pr ecl ude ac h ie ve ment 
of a vi abl e Sou t h Vie t namese so c ie ty . A f ourt h ques t io n impl iclt 
in concentrat ion On mi l itary victory concern s ou r abil ity t o honor 
our o t he r co mmit ments, t o p reve n t a l i enating ou r fri en ds and alli es, 
and t o avo i d cr eatin g a l arger war wi t h mo re , a nd mo r e dange rous , 
ad ve rsa r ies . 

The an swers t o mos t of the key questi on s involved in a conc ept 
of military victory, d i c ta te again st pursuing s uc h a cours e. But 
su ch answ ers ma y be so mew ha t aca demic for th e very rea son you have 
al r ea dy ruled out the pursuit of mi l it ary victory. 

The questi on then i s wh eth er t here mig ht be so me form of es­
calat ed U.S. mili t a ry activ ity It/hi ch , sh ort o f mi l i ta ry victory, 
coul d ac t upon th e North Vi etname s e wi l l a nd ca pabil ity de c isi ve ly 
eno ug h t o cause them to negoti at e a s e ttl ement wh ic h wou ld al low 
the U. S. t o achi ev e it s basi c objec t ive . The Joint Chief s of St af f 
hav e sub mitt ed a propos al t o you which purports t o achi ev e that 
pu rpose. 
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The J oi nt Ch ie f s of Staff conc e pt p roposes a high-i nt en s it y 
a i r anel nav al campai gn aga ins t North Vie t nam . While th e de ta i ls 
o f th e pla n are still evo l v i ng , the fol lowin g"dimensions a re cl ear: 

Surpris e and co ncent ra t io n of ef fo r t in the Haipho ng/ 
Han oi a rea wou ld be emphas ized . 

Phas e I wo u l d i nvo lve thos e "int egr 'at ed mo dul es" 
d eS-ig~~d to (a) neut ral i z e th e NVN a i r o rde r-of ­
battl e; (b) cl o s e key NVN po r ts; and (c ) dest roy 
ot her " hi g h val ue l l t a rqe t s in t he Hanoi/Haiphong a rea . 

Phase I I wo uId i nvo Ive add i ti ona I " iJt tack moduIes" 
d esTg~~d t o (a) destroy NVN wa r -s uppo r t i ng fac i l iti es, 
pa r t i cu la r ly aga in i n t he Hanoi/Ha iphong a rea and (b) 
int erdict the Northea st rai I 1 i ne . 

The Pha s e I co ncep t wou ld in volve s trikes On t hir t y (30) ta rge t s 
in t he Hano i/Ha iphong area and mi n i ng t he app roach es to t he NVN po r t s 
of Hai phong, Hon Gu i , Cam Pha, Ben Th uy, Dong Hoi, and Quan g Kh i . 
More t han 3500 sorti es wou ld be flown. The Chi efs conclu de t he Ph ase 
operati on s would have Ii a s t ro ng psychol ogi cal and military impa ct on 
th e Nort h Vie t namese l ea der s hip.'1 

The Pha s e I I co nce pt wou ld involve s tr ikes on an a dde d e ight (8) 
t arget s in th e Han oi /Haiphong a rea . The Chi efs co nc l ude t he Pha s e I I 
ope ra t io ns wou ld " con t r ibut e t o a re duc ti on of the enemy 's ab i l ity t o 
car ry ou t it s ag gres si on aga ins t South Vie t nam . " The Chi e f s add , 
howeve r , i n a signifi cant ca vea t that "... it mus t be emph asi zed that 
a s ig n i f ica nt reducti on in th e flow of ma t eri al to their (NVN ) forces 
in South Vie t nam woul d req uire a sustain ed campai gn over an ex tended 
peri od o f ti me." The imp li ed JCS con c l us ion is tha t any dec isi ve 
impa ct on t he wa r in South Vie tnam and t he a ttainmen t o f t he bas ic 
U.S. object ive there depen ds on (a) the North Vi etn ame s e wi ]] be ing 
so af fec ted by th e i n i t ia l s t r ikes as t o ca use th em t o negot iat e a 
f avorabl e se t t lemen t t o th e U. S., or (b) t he prosecu t ion of a sus ­
t ai ned a nd indef i nit e U.S . a i r an d s ea campaign aga i ns t Nort h Vie tn am. 
Bot h pa r ts o f that impl i ed J CS conclu si on i nvo l ve significant un­
certainti e s, risks, a nd cost s. 

CIA Evaluati on o f t he J CS Concept 

The singl e most i ns t ruc t i ve eva l ua t io n o f th e t ype o f concept 
propo sed by th e JCS i s a Cent ra l Intell ig en ce Agen cy (C IA) memora ndum 
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wr i t ten 
ar e as 

i n May 1968 and updated on Oc tober 7, 1969 . The CIA co nc lus io ns 
fo I l ows : 

A Min ing program wou ld se rve as a~ e f f ec t ive means of 
int erdi c ti ng No rt h Vietn am 's !:!.orn~ seabo rne comme rce . 
l.b.~.L?J~.!:!_~~-! b..i2 __t_c_~-.<i~~vo u I d be v., i de?J~.c.ca d but_ 
_~en£9_.c.~_EY_,_ 3i..':'l :[1 Cornmun i s t.S.b.. i na ts coope ra t i o ~_._W i t h in 
5!._~_~_~~C~c:J.._::- · · two to th r ee months -- Nor th Vie t nam 
and it s a l l ie s ~~2_!:~Jj_l)(::~J~~0 impl ement a lternat i v~ 

procedu res f OI- .ma i n.!.-a in~ th e f low of essential econom ic 
anj__~_~L l.i ta rLl-mpo r t s • The No r th Vi.et namcs e , h oweve~_ , 

cou l~_sus tiJ in th e economy and the ""a_~ e ffort a t present 
l ev el s.. fo r s ev eral mont hs so le ly by d raw i nq dov.m presen t 
re s~~es a nd ma int a in ing pre sen t impor ts ove r land . 
Sh ipment of goods from t he USSR a nd Eas te rn Eu rope by 
over land routes wo u ld ra ise costs , but cons ti tut e a 
s ma l l ad d i t io na l bur den on Ha noi IS Commun is t a ll i es , 

There seems, i n br ie f, t o be no ~vay of ove rcom ing 
Han oi 's ab i l i ty t o sus ta in a con t inu ing f lolr' o f essen ­
tial ma te r i a l s uppo r t f ro m ab roa d, t o d is tr i bute t he se 
goods i nt e rn .Jll y , a nd t o fo n' /CH'd t hem t o it s f orces in 
South Vietn am , except in t he un ! i kel y event of Ch inese 
in tra nsi ge nc e. The ex ist ing capac it ies of the ra i l road , 
hi ghwa y, and river co nnec t ions wi t h Commu n is t Ch ina -­
SOme 16, 000 tons a day - - a re more t ha n t wic e t he da i Iy 
vol ume o f No rth Vietnamese impo r t s. 

A mi ni n~J-b o mbin g p ro~a m ~vou ld carry with i t s ign if icant 
li abili t i es. The pos sibi lity of damage , s in k in g , o r en­
t ra pme nt in po rt of foreign shipp ing i s high . Th is wou ld 
p re sent the USSR , pa r t icu la r ly , wi t h di f f icu l t decis ions 
a nd create new ri s ks of a Sov iet -US confron t a ti on. I f 
t he min ing were ef fec tive and fo rced a shi ft to a l ternate 
overla nd s upply rout es, it wou ld requir e mo re extens ive 
cooperatio n a nd ass is ta nce on t he par t of t he Ch ines e . 
Thi s conce ivab ly cou l d result in strength eni ng Chin es e 
polit i cal influ ence in Hanoi . It wou ld al so r i s k a 
confrontat ion between uS and Red Ch inese a ir a nd nava l 
fo re es . 

A mi n i ng prog ra m wou ld a lso evo ke p rotes t and c r i t ica l 
r eacti on fr om Free Worl d mar i t ime s ta tes . Al mos t al I 
world powe rs wou ld s ee t he p rogram a s fur th er i nt ens i f i ­
cati on of the war , even i f t he p rog ram were t o fol Iowa 
brea kdown of th e Pa ri s negoti ati ons. 
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J.i~n~9.Q!i ati on s we re in p rocess whe n the min ing 
l'roqram was star t ed, Ha noi wo u l d p rob a~lt b reo k off 
th e t a l ks. However, an y s uc h No r t h Vie t namese deci sion 
woul d probabl y be based On t he tota l war s i t ua t ion , 
i ncl udi ng th e sta t us o f t he f igh t ing in th e so ut h an d 
the s uccess o f th e tal ks in underminin g th e pos i t ion 
of t he Sai gon governmen t . 

Added Ev aluati ~~f t h ~~~~C o n~~Ja ~ 

The CIA eva l ua t ion , wh ic h t ech n ical 1y goe s i nto de ta i l to s ub ­
st antiat e the con c l us ion s s t a ted abo ve , can be re i nfo rced by 
a na l yz i ng the spec i f ic JCS Concep t Pl an now bein g pres ented. The 
Ch i e f s ' Pla n , for exa mp le, i s cha rac te r ized by t he foll owi ng : 

u. S. los s es in Pha se I an d Phas e II ar e estimat e d by 
th e Ch iefs to be l e s s tha n 3 percent o f t he so r t ies 
fl own. Even bas ed on t hat l os s pe rcen tage es t ima te , 
lo s s es on t he first wave o f a t ta c ks (3799 so r t ies ove r 
fiv e f u l I day s) wou ld be in exces s o f 100 a i r c raf t . 
Given th e dens ity of th e NVN a ir defens es i n t hat a rea , 
an d t he con currency o f t he s tr l ke s , i. e., t he f act t he 
NV N a i r o rde r - of-b a t t le i s no t to be c l ea red out be f o re 
the o t he r t arget s a re a tt acked, l os se s co u l d be mu ch 
hi gher. Furt hermore, the l o s s of majo r US sh ips wou ld 
hav e to be co ns i de red . 

Civ il ian casua lties in No rt h Vie tnam wou ld be hi gh. 
Giv en th e l ocati on of th e targets in dense ly pop ul ated 
ar eas, a nd t he e lement of surpri s e t o be ut i l i zed, th e 
civ ili an casua l t ie s wo u l d prob abl y be s ubs ta nt ia l . 
Cha rges would be ma de t he u. S. is k i 1ling ci v i 1 i an s 
i nd i s cri mi natel y. 

At ri s k wou ld be increa sed NVN a t tac ks t hrough the DMZ 
an d accent uated a t t acks On SVN po pu lated a rea s . While 
the NVA/ VC fo rces ha ve not 1 i t eral 1y 
a dhe re d t o the November I, 1968 unde r s t and ing i n 
the s e ar eas, th e viol ati ons hav e been well be l ow t heir 
ca pabil i t y. The expos u re of U.S . and GVN fo rces in 
no rt hern I Co rps cou ld l ea d, i n pa rt icu la r, t o a n 
earl y call by U. S. Commander s fo r ground r einforcement s. 

The mil it ary e ffe c t iveness of th e p la n i s cas t in doub t 
by th e Tas k Group no tes wh i ch have been pro vi ded from 
Saigon. Tha t Grou p in dicat e d , int er a l ia, the f ol lowin g 
probl em a reas : 
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"
 

The ex i s t ence o f sanctuary a i r base s in Red
 
Chin a. Thi s means an air threat could continue
 
ind e finit ely, pos s ib l y ev en with Re d Chin es e in­

vo Iv ernen t ,
 

Even with the mining pl an , "NVN coul d accommodat e 
by expa nd i ng their li ght ering f aciliti es •.•. " 

- At pres en t , th e e nemy probably ha s su f f i c i ent 
supp l i es s tockp i led in Cambo d ia t o suppo r t hi s 
forces in III a nd IV Co rps a t 1967-68 opera t i ng 
rat es f or seve ra l mon th s . Therefore, un less t he 
r e suppl y rout e t hrough Cambodi a were sea l ed , the 
war in SVN cou ld be continu ed. 

- Sea l in g of f Cambodia wou ld re qu ire Cambod ia n t acit 
ag re0nent . Bloc kad e a nd mi n i ng a re consi dered 
ac ts o f war unde r int ernati onal I cM. It i s not 
clear su ch tacit agre ement coul d be ob t a ined . 

The re i s an impl ica ti on tha t subs ta ntia l ly l arge r 
requ ests f OI' both ai r, nav a l s , a nd ground forces and 
requ est s for added op e ra t i n_f)_~lutho r i t ies ~'/o u ld ensu ,~ . 

Such force s an d a utho r i t ies wou ld be involve d in: 

- Qua ra nt i n i ng o r b locka d i ng Cambodi a. 

- Fl yi ng B- 52 rai ds i nt o NVN. 

- Making ground incursi ons into Ca mbod ia , Laos, a nd 
NVN. 

No re f e rence i s ma de t o cost s . It i s difficult t o pr ice 
out t he JCS Concept Pla n On th e bas is o f the informati on 
provided. But a rough es t i m~ te woul d put th e incremental 
an nual cos t s a t a nywhe re f rom $1. 0 b i l l io n t o $5 . 0 b i l l io n . 
The econom k impac t of su ch ou t lays i s not add ressed . 

In add i t io n t o th e impl icati on s in th e Ch ie fs ' Co ncept Pla n as 
not cons titut ed, t he re a r e th e foll owin g init ial consi derati on s : 

If U. S. ca su alti e s s hou ld increa se , e i t her in ac t io ns 
in NVN o r resultant ac t io ns in SVN, the U.S. public re­
acti on coul d be devas tating . It wo u ld not su f f i ce t o 
say tha t in t he l ong-run ca sua l t ies wi l l be re duc ed if 
th ey increas e s ha rp l y in the short-run. 
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D em on ~-!~.U.?n s VJ o l~ld have to be expec ted , both In the 
U. S. and at U. S. Emb~ s s1 e s ab roa d . Thi s would be a l l -----------_. ._-- - ­
th e mo re p robab l e wi tho ut some NVN. p ro voca t ion for th e 
U. S. adop t io n o f th c Ch ie fs ' Plan. 

All e g 0tiol~2__~'JO u ld be mad e that th e mi 1itary ha d t a ken 
control in th e U.S. 

The s um t otal of t he cons i dc ra t io ns ou t l in ed abo ve cast s grav e 
doubt on th e va 1 i d i t y a nd e ff i cacy o f the JCS Co ncept PIan. The 
Ch ie f s a dd ano t he r not e of doub t by t Dkin g not e of t he questi onabl e 
weather in NVN duri ng th e wint e r month s. Their war i ness i s wel l 
t aken. In Nov ember 1966, VJC we re ab le t o fl y on l y an av erag e o f 
242 so r t i e s pe r day an d i n November 1967 on ly 239 so r t i es pe r day 
ov er NVN. That i s f ar be low the sor t ie l evel indicat ed in th e JCS 
Plan, wh i c h cal Is, for examp lc , for 797 so r t ies on th e fir st f u l l 
day o f ope ra t io ns . Succeed ing wi nt e r mo nt hs g i ve equ ally poo r flying 
weather ove r North Vie t nam until ab out April. 

But weather i s a seco nd-o rde r questi on. It i s not eworthy the 
Chi ef s, whil e re commend ing th e Pl an be a pprov ed for continuing p lann ing , 
do not 

Indi cate how th e Pla n wo u ld l ea d t o conclu sive o r 
deci sive result s, nor do the Ch ie fs 

Cont en d th at th e Plan wou l d hav e decisive result s. 

Therefore, t he Plan wo u l d in vol ve the U. S. in" expand ed cos t s a nd 
ris ks with no clear resul t ant mil itary o r po l itical ben efits. 




