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AUSTRAI:..IAN EM SASSY 

WASHINGTON, D,C, 

7th Febrw-wy, 1968 

Dear Phil, 

You asked yesterday wheat 
assessnents \1e had had from Border 
about events of the last week in 
Vietnam. YO\)_ may be interested to 
read the attached report received 
this mOl'nine;. 

Yours sincerely, 

(ll. U • 

Hr. P. Ha~Jib, 
De9artnent of Stc.te, 
\1AS::IIlTGfO]. D.O. 

DEffRMINfO TO lie AN 
ADMINISTAATIVE MARKING 
HOT NAT'l SECURITY 
INfORMAOON, E. 0.12356; -
SE(;. 1.1101 
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GG=JF:3=:~C:/lb ... 

DECLASSIFli!:1.J 
362 Canberra 

Irrtrnediatc 

7 Feb. 1968 (1218) 7 Feb. 1968 (0040) 

ADDRESSE:!:l DJAKARTA 284, REPEATED WASHINGTON 362. 
FOR THE MINISTER 

Following is repetition of telegram No. 030 dated 6/2/68 from Saigon. 
Begins --

Enemy Tet Offensive. 

Preliminary Assessment. 

In the week beginning 29th January Vi",t Cong and NVA forces have 
demonstrated a greater military resourcefulness and dedication to their cause 
than most observers here would have believed possible. It wi 11 be some time 
before we k..'10W the real objectives of their offensiye and whether it is to be 
ultimately." recorded. a$. a victory .. :or a severe defeat. There will be much specula­
tion' about its .·r~pe·i-cus~.ions, but";no one will deny that the Viet Cong suppor"ted and 

. directed by Harioi and,assisted by ',he NVA, put up a dramatic, spectacu~ar and 
',1nemorable- ·per:£orm-q,n;:.G"e, and have sho\,vn themselves capable :not only of great 
'. slii11 in planr ... ing and ·coordinati:..1.g their strategy and tactics but also of great 

~."" cc.yiirage and fanaticism. in executing their plans. 

2. The m.ajor questions are whether this -\riet Gong offensive was a final all- out 
desperation effo:::-t to achieve military victory \,vith the aid of a general uprising, 
or an exhibition of their strength to ei-i:11e:::- to oriset the progress being made in the 
south or to place themselves in a favourable position prior to accepting negotiations 
in an attempt siYnply to relieve the heavy pressul~e being applied on them. in all fields 
and so restore some balance in the pictul~e being pres ented of relative po\ver and 
influence. It will also be asked whethe::- the GV~'J and the allies have tended in the 
past to under- estilnate the strength, resourccIuln ess and devotion of the 
Communists, and whether the allied effort here can make a speedy recovery from 
what must be seen as being a setback to our e£f.;:rts locally and internationally. 

The Plan. 

3. When the analysts have co~pl<ltedtheir researches, it will probably be seen 
that this offensive has followed the .doctrinal steps laid down by Giap and the 
leadership in Hanoi. Such a cunningly conceived and coordini'ted campaign must 
have taken rnonths of plari."ling. The fact that it was kept. secret points to the 
devotion of all those who took part in it, not a word of it seems to have leaked. 
In II, III aJld IV Corps, enemy dispositions did not indicate that a major attack on 
a widespread scale was imminent, and the tiluing -- for the Tet truce which the 
enemy had said they would observe for seven days -- was perfect. 
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4. The 'l:',l;:lic stl·:t.tegy \tvas to b ring the ',\/0..-':: E;iInult2.l1eously ir:..to aE tf.:.e ::-~Ct.jor 

centres of population throughout the <:01':::l';:1"Y \v~l.e:ce there was plen::y of cover, 
'where ac:-;.ools; pagodas arJ.d hospitals couid ~')e used as comrnand ?osts, and 1Nhere 
the counter £:rc~o'Ner and stl~i1dng force 0:: t:.e allies could not be effectively 
brought to bear. The overall pattern is ~-:lot yet Cleal" but ~t s ce:rns that local fOYC8S 
anc. gUe::::,"illa-type squads were the spc2..rhead of the attack, :forces rnacte u? of 
luen who in lTIany cases had lived or v..ro:ckeci ~n or :".:.ear t.~e towns and cities Qy day 
and donned their uniforms at night or 'were guided to their goals by local supporters. 
Targets \vere carefully selecte~,: .. access and escape routes "Vvere mapped, and it was 
probably e)..-pected that these force, were sui:iciently well-lmown to give the leader­
ship required to incite the local population to join in a general uprising which 
would both overthrow the government and paralyze the allied forces. 

5. The infiltration of large numbers of troops - - perhaps running as much as 
3,000 in Saigon -- could have easily taken place in the pre-Tet days when the 
traditional large scale movement of people carrying bulky parcels had begun, and 
the police could have been relied on to be even slacker than usual in stopping 
vehicles and travellers and even more purposeful in foregoing inspections at the 
offer of a sum of money or a "Tet gift",' In some cases l'nain force units waited 
outside, presumably to back up the units working inside the populated centres or 
to cover their withdrawals if necessary, or even to move in and take vital installa­
tions such as airfields, ports, radio stations and provincial headquarters if the 
activities of the guerrillas brought the local people massing spontaneously and 
vociferously to their side. We need not be surprised about the success of the 
infiltrations, the enemy had time and circulllstances going for him particularly 
the laxity and cOl~ruption of the police and the inefficiency of the governITlent's 
intelligence machineo 

The Executiono 

6. VIe do not know yet whether an offensive in the Dl'vIZ and I Corps was to coincide 
with the plan to' carry the battle into the population centres. The build-up and 
threat there might have been designed to facilitate the offensive in 1:he cities by 
tyL"1.g up allied forces and generally diverting attention from the cities. On the other 
hand, an attack there might have been tempol'arily thwarted by massive U. S. 
bonlbardments and by the failure of the weather to provide the required cloud cover. 

7. Whatever the case, the fact was that the penetration of the populated areas 
was successful, it seems, in every insta:8.cc, and designated targets were hit.. In 
some places the darn.age was great, as in Pleiku, Kontum, Nha Trang, My Tho 
and Den Tre, in o1;,.'1ers, as in Saigon, Banmethuot and Danang, it was quite light. 
Installations were somtime's occupied, most seem not to have been. In the Delta 
cities no withdrawal plans seems to exist, and -,- according to Westmoreland -­
most or tile available enelny forces seem to have been conunitted. In Saigon, the 
attackers were to be relieved, after 48 hours, of the positions they were meant to 
be then holding, and, even though this did not occur" they were backed by main 
force units waiting outside; In all, including I Corps and the DMZ, some 60, 000 
troops are believed by MACV to have been involved. 
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TIle Objectives. 

8. The pattern of events docs not lead. casEy "Co &. concly.sioD about objectives. It d00s see:TI at this early stage, hovvever, ~hc..t th(; general offensive vias :..:,- £~ct laul1ch2c., designed to bl~ing aovlJ.1. the governr..'lel1t both by :Eol"Ce C1nd by gE:l;.ers.ti:c.g a populal' upI·ising. The latter would. be br.oug~J.t about by a show or conside:able force ar;.d audacity, by incitelnent, by evidcr.:.ce of physical Occupc.tion of important installations and governm.ent and administ.::aiive centl'es, and ~by the exposure of the helplessness of the U. S. to bring thei:- power to bear when the battle \vas to be fought in the very places where the ?!"ople lived. The fact that the main damage in the towns was the 'result of the fighting itself, not of deliberate sabotage by the Viet Cong, suggests that the Viet Cong were confident that they would=ed to make use themselves of the main inst"allations. Thus here is evidence that the attackers of Tan Son Nhut Airfield in Saigon were instructed not to dama:ge it if possible. 

--'*3N] IDEN I L;:L .... 
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9. The conception and the planning \'1e?':(; br'illiant. The eX6C1.:tio;.'1, if the 
above analysis is correct, vvas Lot Sl:,cc.:.ss±'ul--at least in our terrr .. s. 

(For the Vicl: Cong; perhaps it was' a grea:, victory_ ) 
Fo.r the' mOi:?t. part the installations V'fere :lo't taken and held. The people 

altho'-1.gh fr-ightEd'ied~:-did not r"1::spond and rise up. The Tet-depletcd. 
.Vietr:arr ... Bs:·E(Ar::C~}'y:\~~d police forces foug:yc back well, and the physical 
and n1.qr·al ~upp6·;·~.':,b.f'.the U. S. ,Gl,nd ~he other allies did make itself felt1 not 

':only in the defence 'of their own installations but also in the aid given to the 
'.'·::·:':;local forces in gunships, flares, airlifts, tactical advice, communications, and 

in the many other traRpings of a highly mobile" mechanised force. 

10. In less than one week after the offensive began the VC/NVA forces held 
not one of the towns or cities they had attacked. (At no time did they take 
real control.) Small pockets of resistance continued in many places, there 
was son,e fighting in the outskirts, and in one or two centres there were 
uncommitted mainforces still waiting on the outside. Enemy casualties were 
placed as high as 20,000 dead, bringing their total to over 30,000 since the 
beginning of the winter-spring campaign last November. Their forces, some still 
defiant, were on the run or being ferretted out, they had lost thousands of 
weaponsg 

11. If the objective was to demonstrate strength per se--in an election year in the 
U. S. it was successful, because this offensive revealed more clearly than ever 
befo:te the nature and extent of.':Vie-t Cong organisation, discipline and po\.ver. It 
confirmed what has been said ,man.y times, that the ultirr.l.ate solution of the 
Vietnam problem must be politiCal, not simply military. Viet Cong losses were 
undoubtedly heavy but, according to MP~CV, their strength remains forr.lidable, 
and the Vietnamese people know this. 

The effort does not seem. to have been a desperate, all-out one, although 
the Viet Cong have undoubtedly been badly hurt. 

12. If the demonstration of strength was to briag the Viet Cong back into 
the picture, to offset the growing politica.l and rnilitary confidence of the GVN 
and the weight of the U. S. forces here) it "vas again successful. If it was 
designed to, open the way to negotiations (I i'emain sceptical on this) they will 
presumably now give some Sign. On the other hand, they could allow events 
to do their work, knowing t):1at their actions will give rise to a fresh wave of 
delTIands overseas for negotiations and of pressure on the U. S. to halt or 
completely stop the bombing of the north. They will know that the voices 
favouring a coalition government will be strengthened, because the Viet Cong 
are demonstrably a political and military force which cannot be belittled or 
turned aside. 

: ~ 
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13. p03sibEiLy .. ' 
LC~C2G 

on the Vie-;: Cong by the proz:::ess bel:: .. g ::D2i.de i.:l ~~he sou·.:;:n. If t~l.(:1 V/2re l10t 

to react ·~o the increasing ?rc:ssul.'C:S upO:!.'l t:.~e:"T- :;hB'l \Tfcr';:o; in daLgcr 0: g::-adu2.11y 
.. . , '.' '1' 'b . 1 1 'l'" " .. c" .. . ,:,osln; oy Qela~ t 'c .. aIr .:..'10 ... ( 1n Ci:::'8 CGUnt:l.~y;:;lGC. 100 r.nar:] peO?.i.e \"::,rc"J:e :':;Z-:. /:!.rlg 

that -.::h.e trend of events 'vvas no lo:-:.ge:t in their ~avour. If th:'s 'was Ine c"::.jectivE;, 
it3 .3uccess is questionable" I~c:.ving been repulsed \vith gre,-~~t losses ani ~~2.vi.Y!g 
used such questionable tactics in Vietna:..-::::t!.:3 eyes, -;;he Viet Cong :"T.:..ight: ::r:.a that t: .. ei:: 
cur::ency will be fu::ther debased oy this epi:30de. They might try 2. second wave, 
or lau:lcn tb.eir big move in I Corps, ~ut they \ivill still run /l::hG risk of heavy 
defeats whataver tJ:le damage they cause of -;;he fear they inspire. There is no 
doubt a li:nit to their ability to keep up such offensiVeS. 

Viet Cong Strength 

14. Has the power of the Viet Cong been underestimated? I am inclined to 
think not. In reporting on my provincial tour three weeks ago I noted that there 
was a realistic acknowledge:n;ent almost everywhere or the continuing strength 
of the enemy~ despite our own gains, and of the protracted nature of the struggle 
ahead. The confidence of the enemy in his own lnilitary pO\Ner has been 
irequently pointed out, especially in relation to tha discussions on the negotiations 
issue. It was only last year that "'0TestIll.o::eland r ... '1ade his :?lec. for :more troops. The 
difficulties of making the pacification prog::camr:.L.e work have alvlays bee:-.:. evideEt. 
Nor llZ:.S Viet Cong resourcefulness ever been underestirnated.. 

15. \Vhat; then, was at fault'? Not undGJ.~estirnatio:n of the Viet Cong strength, .L 

,,;;uggast, but failu::e to insist that the Vi~tnaYnese make a ganl:.inE: effort to 
protect tl:emselves against insidious infiltration, for only the Vietnamese can 
do this work, and undue con:fide:..cc that t~le Viet Cong "would not rl:.D. tne :;:isks 
or casualties and loss of raca which unsuccGs3I~1 attacks on the tc\vns \vere 
alr ... "lost sure to bring. The Viet Cor...g die: vlhat \ve hoped they could r..ot do, or 
would :1.0t dare to do, on sucn a large scale. 

':'1'1e Resu.lts 

lo~ T~lere are no easy anSWe!~S to these ql"'..Gstio:l-s. 
3'..2.t ah"~eacly the next is upon us--w".b..el"G do we go fl~orr ... here? 
T:1.e GVN reacted to t...~e crisis like a. stunned mullet. 
It: did not utter for t~vo days, and then only did so at the prompting of the 

The Pres~ which had clOSed down for the week, was not brought back to 
life :-'or the el1."1ergency, but the ... t\lnericans ha.ve got things movir..g. 

Thieu has called on the people to back the Governr.'lent, and the Lower 
House has now met and given its st:.pport. 

The Assembly its eli will no doubt do the sa:r:qe, and the Press will, I 
think, follow suit. 

On the military side the Viet Cong will be pursued, 
, . ; 
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17. Our best h~.)pe perhaps is that ~l:(:; Cover.rllTIent} aasisted by the D. S. 
and the friends ox Vietna:-n, \vEl nO~N ·;:8.~';:e ~h·::; op?ort"..lnity to sho'"v v/nat it 
can do lor t~;.e poeple in the way of :CG::Ol1Jt::l..'i.ction. 

T11B ~t.\RVN fought well and \Jilill conti~ue to i:-.l.'lprove. 

Now t..~e civilians must get to wo~k on. the problems of the refuge eS 

and the injured, and all the other \vork involved in restoring normal economic 
and social life. The' chance is offered to gail; the confidence of the people, 
the very people who preferred not to rise with the Viet Congo 

Surely this must be some stimulus to the Govern ment to do more, 
surely it must give the Goverr.xnent some confidence in itself. 

18. I take some comfort personally from the fact that the Vietnames.e charged 
with running the new reconstruction task force are Ky and General Thang 
because, in my book, they are among the few Vietnamese who have the drive 
and ability and sense of dedication and nationa,l spirit to make a success of 

. this ventul".e aIld·to. try to br",ak down the prevailing indifference, corruption, 
and recklessr;~ss ()i the of£i2ials with whom they will have to work. 

• GGNFIDEr;J~IAL 




