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MEMORANDUM _ -
“THE WHITE HOUSE INFORMATION
) WASHINGTON
- DECLASSIFIED Wednesday, Nov, 15, 1967.
12:15 p. m.

Authority ML3-<®s 19 '
MR. PRESIDENTBy .o’ | Nili, Date 422 -$¥

- Herewith Dick Helms' memo to you on a new National Intelligence Estimate
entitled '""Capabilities of the Vietnamese Communists for Fighting in South
Vietnam," I have marked its main conclusions, summarized on the last
two pages.

" It comes to this:

-~ manpower is the major problem confronting the Communists;

.== there has been a substantial reduction in guerrillas since an estimated
peak in early 1966;

-~ there has been a slight reduction in main force units in the past year,
but this has been possible only by using more North Vietnamese replacements
in Viet Cong units;

-~ there is a "fairly good chance' that the Communist military strength and
political infrastructure will continue to decline;

-=- Communist strategy is to sustain a protracted war of attrition and to
persuade the United States that it must pull out or settle on Hanoi’s terms.
Their judgment is that the "Communists still retain adequate capabilities
to support this strategy for at least another year, "

The memo to you and the introductory note reflect a considerable debate in the
., intelligence community, The debate centers on the fact that they now know more
~ieifrom captured documents than they did about guerrillas, village defense forces, dc.

 What they know indicates that guerrilla strength was probably underestimated
last year, but has declined substantially since,

I had urged that they do a retroactive estimate showing that decline; but they say
they cannot do it, and confine themselves to the simple statement that the guerrillas
"have suffered a substantial reduction, " '

The estimate does not deal with an important fact as estimated by Westmoreland
and the JCS: namely, that there has been a very substantial decline in the past
year in enemy main force battalions rated as ''combat effective. ' (Buzz Wheeler
told the group the other day, and confirmed to me on the telephone this morning,
that in October 1965 the enemy had 123 maneuver battalions, all rated combat
effective. In October 1967 the enemy had 162 maneuver battalions, of which only
87 were rated combat effectiva.)
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In general, this is a conservative estimate; but it is not a bad thing to build
our plans on conservative estimates, '

The one danger, of which Dick Helms is aware, is that the underestimate .
of guerrillas in 1966 be taken out of context and distorted, if leaked. They
have tried hard to avoid that pos sibility.

I told Dick that the one sentence I would challenge is the marked sentence

on page 1. Iagree that the guerrilla figure was underestimated in 1966;
but we have suffered in other areas from overestimation as well as under-
estimation in dealing with Communist capabilities, But that is not important

W. W.R,
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CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY -
WASHINGTON, D. C. 20508

OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR .

1 November 1947

MEMORANDUM FOR: The President

1. Since mid-May, the intelligence community, both here and in
Saigon, has been painstakingly working on the data for a Nafional Intel-
ligence Estimate entitled "Capabilities of the Vietnamese Communists for
Fighting in Scuth Vietnam", In essence, this is é revision of an esti-
mate cn the same topic issued by the United States Intelligence Board in

1966 and now very much out of date,

2. The new estimate has been produced through an exhaustive
process of analysis including detailed consultations in Saigon between
the Embassy and MACV and a team from the Washington Community headed by
my perscnal representa#ive. We now have a text concurred in without
dissent by all the United Sthtes Intelligence Board members and erpleying

figures agreed to by the United States Mission in Saigon.

3+ The new estimate is sensitive and potentially controversial
primarily because the new strength figures are at variance with our

former holdings. cé‘_;‘-jg;.taiﬁggmth&;qugﬁj@awn@vgwﬁpmm_mﬁgﬁp’ilities
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goech-tonrdove, We have taken pains to construct the paper in such a

fashion that we explain at each stage how we arrive at the nunbers
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used., Unfortunately, we have not been able to find a reliable basis
for reconstructing Communist strength figures retrospectively to pro-
vide a true standard of comparison between present and Communist
strength as it actually was a yoear ago. Like any document, however,

the Estimate can still make for difficulties if particular portions

are taken out of context,

Lo I have considered not issuing this Estimate snd after con-
siderable consultation, believe this would be a mistake, In the
inevitable daily process of work to ascertain Communist strength levels

in Vietnam, too many people are aware that the exercise to get agreed

figures has been going on. In short, the charge of bad faith or unwilling-

ness to face the facts would be more generally damagiﬁg than the issuance

of this document which can stand on its own feet.

5. My purpose in writing &ou is to outlipe the problems this
Estimate involves and to advise you in advance of the way in which I
propose to handle them. The Estimate is now scheduled for release the
end of this week to you, the Secretary of State, the Secretary of De-
fense, and the individual members of the United States Intelligence
Board who coordinated it. This procedure will restrict the distribu-
tion of the Estimate while at the same time making it available to

those members of the Govermment who need it to do their jobs.
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6. Attached hereto are an Introductory Note and the Con-

clusions of the Estimate,

;EiuAa¢~_ﬂ
Richard Helms
Director

Attachments - 2
1) Introductory Note
2) Conclusions
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INTRODUCTORY NOTE

Qur earlier understanding of overall Communist capabilities in
Vietnam had, of necessity, to rely heavily on data provided by the GVN.

Much of this turned out to be unreliable, and in many instances cur

" numerical estimates of Communist forces, other than for the Regular

forces, were too low. OQur informatlon has improved substantially in
the past year, but the unconventional nature of the war poses difficult
intelligence problems, the more s0 in a social environment where basic

data is incomplete and often untrustworthy.

Manpower, for example, is a key element for the Communists but we
lack precise basic data on population size, rates of growth, and age
distribution for both North and South Vietnam, Assessing Communist
capabilities also involves an understanding of the organization and ef-
fectiveness of the various components in the Communist military and
political apparatus in South Vietnam. Much of the evidence on these com~
ponents is obtained from a variety of sources, including captured docu-
ments, of varying reliability and timeliness. The anaiysis of this data,
as well as that concerning North Vietnamese support to the Scuth and all

manpower questions requirés complex methodological approaches which cannot

"~ rise above the uncertain data inputs.

Our data and conclusions are, therefore, subject to continuing review

and revision, especially since capabilities do not remain static. In this
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.estimate we have concentrated on reaching the best judgments of the

current strength of the Communist forces and, because of incomplete and
unreliable basic data, we have not attempted to reconstruct Communist

strength retrospectively.

Reservations with respect to evidence are explained where appro-~
priate in the individual‘sections of the estimate. The main conclusions
which follow, however, allow for such uncertainties in the supporting
intelligence, represent our best appreciation of the overall situation as
it now stands, and are based on the assumption that there is no radical

change in the scale and nature of the war.
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CONCLUSTONS
“m

A+ During the past year, Hanel's direct contrcl and share of the

burden of the war in South Vietnam has grown substantially. This trend

will continue.

s e
B.

Mpﬁpoagxulu‘akm. pLdprodlgmggprfrcrt~n5fthevCONWHnlsta Losses
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have been increasing and recruitment in South Vietnam is becoming more

difficult, .Desplte:heaqxwin§¢&taﬁtﬁan:frnm:ﬁanthxﬂiezmnxfuiﬁ%“E%EEEE%

ﬁrV1etnam declined:in- ~the-last~year,
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C. The major portion of this decline has probably been felt at the

"~ lower levels, reflecting a deliberate policy of sacrificing these levels

to maintain the structure of political cadres and the strength of the

Regular military forces. In:

*particulgrjthefguerrillﬁﬁgjggy:§§§iﬁEfE&$§o

Jotal-somer70;000 % 905000 havg;mgiigre¢‘a?5u4ﬁtﬁntxal:reduationm313ce

Ebg_gsﬁlma;egwpggknabout~9311y‘1966

.ﬂJRegu*nrmexc%mﬁﬁrqngth ~ncwﬁest%-

g
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increas SLoely derendentipsiNartin Vietnane se: rerlacerents.
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D. Given current Communist strategy, and levels of operations, a

major effort will be necessary if the Regular forces and the guerrillas

are to be maintained at or near present levels. To do so will require both

a level of infiltration much higher than that observed in 1967 and in-

tensive Viet Cong (VC) recruitment as well, Considering all the relevant
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factors, however, we bel J.e.vewtlerewlwm‘fm,r}gf"‘gcﬁ&’bhﬁnce —shgtifhe
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infrastruciure. Will continue. to. deelineyrrzes
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E. The Communist leadership is already having problems in main-
taining morale and quality. These problems have not yet impaired over-

all m:!.llta.ry effect:.vene.;sv;r‘_butwul‘__;(Mk&l}—mbecorewﬁr&mffl udbgy
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Fo Difficulties in internal distribution will continue to cause
lccal shortages and interfere with Communist operations from time to
time. But we believe that the Communists will be able to continue to meet
at least their essential supply requirement for the level forces and

activities in South Vietnam described in this Estimate.
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