


(U) President Eisenhower and U.S. secretary of state
John Foster Dulles greet President Ngo Dinh Diem in
Washington, D.C., May 1957.
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Partner in Southeast Asia, 1958-1961
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political advantage in the mgrass of Saigon poli-

tics was not always certain.|

EO 1.4.(c) paa

starting its changes .on 10 April.>® Furthermore,
in a report done six weeks later, it was shown that
in October 1961 certain Viet Cong nets in the, Nam

Bo region had switched ]
systems, and that the interregional commu-

nications net had changed its crvptography by
January 1962.%

{FSSE Aside from the cryptologic challenge
imposed by the change — and it was considerable,

as the V€ communications now broadl resem-,‘
bled that of Hanoi's regular mllltarv,l -

[ there now was the difficulty,

-F57/#58 A more critical incident appeared in
late March 1962. The U.S. intercepted a message
sent by the headquarters of the Vietnamese mili-
tary intelligence organization in Saigon to an out-

post in Hue which listed the locations of various

Viet Cong transmitters throughout South °

Vietnam]

IIt was suspected that, based on knowledge
of earlier communist cryptologic successes, the
information in this message was probably com-

promised.|

F5+51- This incident, along with the suspi-
cion that the South Vietnamese had compro-
mised the USMACV SIGINT Plan on 13 April,
convinced many in American SIGINT leadership
that the South Vietnamese leaks were responsible
for the subsequent major communist communi-
cations change. However, the USIB was unable to
prove this. At the time there was compelling SIG-
INT evidence that the communist changes had
been under way well before the two compromises
occurred. For example, two reports from the ASA
site at Tan Son Nhut indicated that the communi-
cations change occurred in stages, with western
Nam Bo (the area northwest of Saigon) initiating
its changes on 6 April, and Military Region 5
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at least in American eyes, of how to proceed with
the relationship with the J7 organization.,
Suspicion’s worm, in the form of the compromise,
had entered the minds of the Americans; from

‘then on, they would view the J7 organization with -

an unease that would affect all future considera-
tions.

/,

~F8/#9P- In line with instructions from
Washington, the ASA site at Tan Son Nhut began
deleting radio arbitrary designators (RADs) and
net diagrams from the database it shared with the
Vietnamese. The reaction by the Vietnamese was
predictable: bewilderment and confusion. More
serious, though, was the prospect of a serious
deterioration of .the Vietnamese D/F effort
because of a likely inability to maintain continu-
ous identity of target transmitters. This problem
was recognized by General Harkins, COMUS-
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MACV, who sent a message to CINCPAC and
DIRNSA asking for a reconsideration ol the deci-
sion. Both CINCPAC and the CIA chief in Saigon
supported Harkins' objection, adding that this
move could seriously jeopardize NSA’s effort at
setting up a U.S.-only SIGINT site at Phu Bai.”®

F5ASH Oddly, all this concern over the secu-
rity of the Victnamese cryptologic organization
followed an NSA evaluation of its performance as
a COMINT producer, which rated it as poor. In
June 1962, an evaluation from DIRNSA's staff to
the CIA office handling foreign intelligence rela-
tionships stated that the expanded American
effort reduced the need for the Vietnamese inter-
cept. The latter’s overall product was considered

“not essential.” Though, it was pointed oul, that if

Intercept of communist voice communications
cver materialized. then there would be use for the
Vietnamese COMINT personnel for intercept and
transcription.”

+F&5451H In September of 1962, this theme)

UGA

and technical material necessary for later planned
. . . . 61
plaintext voice intercept operations.”

—+F5468 Although this exchange crisis had
been defused, the American concerns about the
security in the ARVN J7 organization remained.
Larlier in May, Admiral Frost had advised the
deputy director, NSA, Dr. Louis Tordella, who
was preparing to brief the secretary of defense,
Robert McNamara, about the implications of the
communist communications change. He said
that, “T do not accept the idea of joint U.S.-ARVN
SIGINT operations and further promotion of this
concept must be discouraged. Please advise CIA.
Our job is training and assistance in technical
field[s] and need not exceed CAT II (X) maleri-

a]'noz

was repeated in a message from the NSA repre-
sentative in Vietnam to the director, NSA,
Admiral Frost. He reported that, except tor mon-
itoring the communist Liberation News Agency
broadcasts. the ARVN COMINT effort was virtu-
ally a duplication of all other intercept sources,
primarily Amcrican[ JThe bot-
tom line assessment was put in a chpped style:
“Good for back-up, and occasionally unique traf-
fic, and excellent for LNA cover.” Continue with
the liberation radio broadcast copy, the NSA rep-
resentative in Saigon suggested, but the other
material “could be dispensed with.” *°

5451 In July 1962, Admiral Frost, proba-
bly reacting to plcas from the American missions
in Saigon, relented on his draconian measures
against sharing with the Vietnamese. He pointed
out that the prohibition was not intended to deny
all steerage information. In a message to Saigon,
he limited the steerage data to D/F information
not higher than the secret classification which
would not compromise sophisticated techniques
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54451 Ultimately, it is difficult to make a
clear judgment whether the securily problems
within the J7 organization and its successors
were cver fixed to NSA's final satisfaction.
Throughout the war, there were tidbits of evi-
dence sprinkled through reports and messages
from NSA representatives that indicated that
the South Vietnamese had not eradicated com-
pletely the problem of infiltrators and lax securi-
ty. For example, in 1964, it was discovered in
SIGINT that the Viet Cong had an agent within an
ARVN “radio monitoring center,” though it was
unclear what he was providing to the commu-
nists.®* In a September 1968 incident, J7 commu-
nicators were discovered by American COMSEC
monitors to be passing COMINT information to
its customers over insecure communications
channels.®

8B The South Vietnamese themselves
could barely keep their mouths shut when it came
to cryptologic secrets. The 5 May 1964 edition of

Page 383




FOP-SECRETHECOMINTIAIG

language assistance if and when the VC and
North Vietnamese voice intercept missions could
be developed.™

“F&A58-This low regard for the J7 compe-
tence continued into late 1966. During discus-
sions with the USMACYV J-2 chief, Major General
Joseph McChristian, concerning direct discus-
sions with the Vietnamese, DIRNSA questioned
the ARVN COMINT organization’s technical
competence, susceptibility to political pressures,
internal security, and whether there was any hope
for long-term potential for J7 satisfying NSA
requirements. The NSA representative had been
even more bleak in his assessment:

I am convinced that the ARVN COMINT effort
is of small value to the production of SIGINT in
support of U.S. intelligence requirements, and
even of less value to the GVN (my italics)
{Government of Vietnam]. 1t is not my inten-
tion . . . to ascribe blame. However, if the state-
ment is accepted; if it is in the interest of the
U.S. to develop or nurture available ARVN SIG-
INT effort in support of the GVN, and\if the
Sabertooth program was intended to achieve
these ends, we have failed.””

F5+51 Another outcome of this separation
was that the ARVN SIGINT organization, its peo-
ple, and capabilities, remained largely a mystery
to the Americans. To be sure, there were liaison
people, and the later head of Vietnamese SIGINT,

facilities in Vietnam and to NSA headquarters;
but, when assessments were performed, especial-
ly in preparation for the VIMP in 1970, there was
much confusion and ignorance about the
Vietnamese, their technical abilities and short-
comings, at lcast to the detail needed to imple-
ment the upgrades later outlined in the VIMP.

¥5/55 When asked about how good the

Vietnamese were, vague or conditional adjectives
often were used, such as DIRNSA’s 1970 overall

jras a-constant visitor to American

evaluation of “fairly effective.” " Such statements
reveal only how uncertain the Americans were
about their Vietnamese SIGINT counterparts and
stand in stark contradistinction to the detailed
inventory of problems and shortcomings found in
official and many personal reports, accounts, and
messages. One example of this was the recollec-
tion by an NSA advisor of his 1973 experiences at
the South Vietnamese Danang Processing Center.
During an inspection trip of the outlying LLVI
team, he found:

«S7+688 LLVI team operation could have been
far more productive if the lieutenants and sen-
ior NCOs had been more professional. Most of
these teams were located in forward areas and I
was unable to visit many of them. Those I did
visit invariably needed basic improvement.
Antennas were often oriented in wrong direc-
tions or were found to be grounded; radios and
generators were rarely properly grounded;
bunkers were not secured with perimeter wire
and the men had not been counseled in docu-
ment and equipment destruction in case of
overwhelming enemy attack.”*

5755 For the Vietnamese SIGINT organi-
zation, these eight years were marked by grudg-
ing American allowances for intercept and pro-
cessing efforts within extremely tight security
restrictions. Even a project with as much promise
as the Dancer program, originally started in early
1965 to handle the exponential growth of the

intercept of North Viéthamese voice communicge 1.4. (d)

tions that was overwhelming the U.S. SIGINT
system, would be inhibited from achieving its full
potential. Eventually three DANCER sites — the
ASA site at Phu Bai, the AFSS mission at Danang,
and the ASA 509th Group in Saigon — were estab-
lished to transcribe the avalanche of communist
voice intercept.

F5HEB- Yet Dancer was a program plagued
with problems for almost three years before its

projected impact at last was rcalized. Initially
Dancer personnel were stationed at the three
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