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Threat Perception, Scare Taclic, or False Alarm?
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The 1983 War Scare in US-Soviet Rgiatians?

Ben B. Fischer

| Never, perkaps, in the postwar decades
was the situation in the werld a5 explo-
sive, and henee, more difficult and
unfavorable, as in the first balf of the
{980,

Mikbail Gorbaches,
February 1986
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Reagan was repeatedly
compared to Hitler and
accused of “fanning the
flames of war”—a more

sinister image than
Andropov as a Red Darth
Vader.

29

US-8oviet relations had come ful
circle in 1983, Europeans wers
declaring the outhrezk of 5 Cold
War H, and President Mirterrand
compared the situarion to the 1962
Cuban crisis and the 1948 Berlin
blockade. Such fears were exagger-
ated. Nowhere in the world were
the superpowers squared off in a
conflicr likely to erupr into war.
But @ modern-day Rip Van Winkle
waking up thar year would not have
noticed much change in the interna-
tional political landscape or realized
thar a substantial period of dérente
me and gone while he slepr.

The second Cold War was raainly a
war of words. In March, President
Heagan referred to the Sovier U
as the “focus of evil in the world,
an "evil empire.” General Secrerary
Andropov suggested Heagan was
wisane and a lizr. Then things got
nasty. Following Andropov's lead
and no doubt his direction, the
Sovier modia launched a verbal offen-
sive of 2 kind net seen since Sulin
that far surpassed Reagan's broad-
sides. Reagan was repeatedly
compared to Hiter and accused of
“fanning the flames of war"——a more
sinister image thes Andropoy as 2
Red Darth Vade ;
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Ben B, Fischer i5 in CIA"s Center for
the Study of Intelligence.

The Soviet War Scare

Such rhetoric was the consequence
racher than the cause of tension, but

- Frightening words masked real fears.
The Hitler analogy was move than
an insult and may have been 1 Freud-
fan slip, beeause war was on the
minds of Soviet leaders. Moscow was
in the midst of 2 “war scare” thar had
rwo distince phases and two different
dimensions—one contealed in the
world of clandestine intelligence
operations since 1981, and the other
revealed in the Sovier media two
years later.|
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The KGB assesement was more of &
storm warning than g hurricane alere.
But Politbure forecasters reached 5
stark political judgment: the chances
of a nuclear war, including a US sur-
prise nuclear attack, were higher
than at any time during the entire
Cold War. In May 1981, General
Secretary Breshney and then KGB
chief Andropov bricfed the Politburo
assessment to a closed KGB confer-
ence. Then Andropoy ook the
podium w tell the assembled ineelli-
gence managers and officers that the
KGB and the GRU were being

placed on a permanent intelligence
wazz% to monitor indications and
warning of US war-planning and
preparations. Codenamed RYAN,
this alert was the largesr Savier peace-
time intelligence effort ?

During 1982, KGB Center assigned
RYAN g high, but not overriding,
priority, Then, on 17 February
1983, KGB residents already on alert
received “eyes only” cables telling
them that ir had “acquired an espe-
cial degree of urgency” and was “now
of particularly grave importance.”
They were ordered to organize z per-
manent waich %zsing their entire
sperational staff, recruit new agents,
and redirece existing ones to RYAN
requisements. A circular message
from the Moscow Cenver w ali KGB
cesidencies put on alere srarus stated:

Therefore one of the chief direc.
tions for the activity of the KGB'
Joreign service is to organize
desection and assessment of signs
of prepavation for RYAN in alf
f;ﬁ?é;g?i{f areas, ie., palisival, ec
nantiz, and military sectors, f:wz’
defensz and the activity of spe-
cial services, Our military
i%zfg%égw (the GRU] are

engaged in simidar work

Yy

%?Se?é!
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And, for the first time since
1953, a Soviet leader was
telling the Soviet people

that the world was on the
verge of a nuclear
holocaust.

29

in relation to the artivity of the

adversary’s armed foree L]
Muoscow's urgency was linked m the
ampt?{img US deployment of Persh-
ing Il intermediate-range mzssiiss in
West Germany. Yery accurate and
with 3 flight time under 10 minures,
these missiles could destrey hard tar-
gets, including Sovier command and
control bunkers and missile silos,
with little or no warning. Guidanee
cables referred o RYAN's erirical
impormance to Sovier military strat-
egy and the need for advance
warning “to take reraliatory mea-
sures.” But Soviet leaders were less
interested in retaliation than in pre-
emption and needed RYAN data as
strategic warning to launch an arrack
on the new US missile sites.
The overe war scare srupted two
years larer. On 23 March 1983, Presic
dent Reagan snnounced 3 program
w0 develop a ground- and space-
based, laser-grmed, ant-ballisde-mis-
sile shield designated Strategic
Defense Initiarive (SDI} bur quickly
dubbred “Star Wars" by the media,
Four days later—and in direes
response~Andropoy lashed out. He
sccused the United Seaves of prepar-
ing & first-strike avtack on the USSR
and asserted that Reagan was “invent-
ing new plans on how to unleash a
nuclear war in the best way, wich the

hope of winning it.” The war scaze

had joined the invelligence alerg

Andropov’s remarks were unprece-
dented. He violated a longsanding
taboo by describing US nuclear weap-
ons’ numbers and capabilities in the
mass media. He referrad 20 Sovier
weapons and capabilities—also

highly unusual—and said explicidy
that the USSR kad, at best, only par-
ity with the Unised States in strategic
weaponry. And, for the first time
since 1953, a Sovier leader was tell
ing the Soviet people thar the weorld
was on the verge of s nuclear holo-
caust. If candor is a sign of sincerity,

Moscow was worried|
co L

The War Scare as an Intelligence
Issue

The Sovier war scare posed two ques-
tions for the Ing %isgmc:f Community:
was it genuine, that is, did the Soviet
leadership actually believe that the
United States might aceack? If so, why
had the Kremlin reached thar conclu-
sion? [f the alarm was not genyine.
then whar purpose did it servel 5

S )

By and large, the Community played
down both the intelligence alert and
the war-scare propaganda as evidence
of an authentic theeat perceprion. Ir
did z0 in part because the informa-
tion reaching ir abous the alert came -
primarily from British ineclligeace
2 was fragmentary, incomplete,
and ambiguous. Moreover, the Brire
ish protected the identity of the
ssurce—KGB Col. Oleg Gordievsky,
number two in the London resi-
dency— and his bons fides could

not be independently established. US
intelligence did have partially corrob-

- orating information from a

Fl

hoslovak **z Higence officer,
but apparently it was not derailed
enough or considered reliable
enough to a:s:%gzgsmmiﬁgz was coming
from Gordlevsly




The Intelligence Community contin-
ued to scoff ar the war scare even
after Gordievsky defecred——actually,
after MIG exfiltrated him from the
USSR-and was made available for
debriefing. ? Bur intelligence analysts
were not alone in their skepricism.
For example, one critic whe
attribuzes many of the problems in
US-Soviet relations o che Reagan
adminiseration concluded 70 years
Luzer and with the benefit of hind-
sight: “Above all, the idea that the
new American administration might
actually artack the Sovier Unien
seems too far out of touch with real-
ity 1o have been given credence.™ A
Soviet émigré scholar who wrote the
mast perceptive asticle on Soviet war-
scare propaganda found the analytic
task so daunting that he refused 1o
speculate on way the Keemlin had
adopted this line or to whom the mes-
sage was directed——West European
governments, the US elecorate, or
the Soviet people. |

Searching for an explanation of the
war scare, intelligence analyses and
other interested observers offered
three 3ﬁ%€m?agﬁﬁd3? paranoia,
and politics] |

The consensus view regarded RYAN
and the war scare as grist {ot the
KGB disinformation mill—a sophis
ticated political-psychological scare
wseric operation, Who was the KGB
rrving to scare? Answers differed,
Mozt agreed thar the Soviets wanted
o frighten the West Europeans and
above all the nervous West Germans
ints backing out of an agreement o
deploy US intermediare-range Persh-
ing I and cruise missiles on their
territory. Besides, Moscow was
engaged in an all-out, go-for-broke
propaganda and covert action pro-
gram ¢ i&ziszzg flagging and needed 2

66

Searching for an
explanation of the war
scare, intelligence analysts
and other interested
observers offered three
answers: propaganda,
paranoia, and politics.

29

Some observers, however, believed
that the campaign was inwardly, not
outwardly, directed woward the
Soviet people. There was evidence to
support this interpretation,
Andropov had launched an anticor-
ruption and discipline campaign to
get the long-suffering proletariat to
work harder, drink less, and sacrifice
more while curting down on the
theft of stare properry. War scares
had been used in the past to prepare
people for bad times, and, with ideal-
ogy dead and consumer goods in
short supply, the Kremlin was ot
ting out a tried and trpe
meobilization gimmick '

A second explanadon argued that the
war scare was clearly bogus bue
potentially dangerous because it was
rooted in Soviet leadership paranoia.
Paranoia is a carchall explanavion for
Russian/Sovier external behavior that
goes back to early waris times. But i
was given credence. This was how
Gordievsky explained the war scuse,
and the sdvanced age and poor
health of Andropov and the rest s&?
the gerontocracy suggested that oh
leadership’s debilitation might %?:
mental as well as physicals

The third explanarion held thar the
war scare was rooted in internal
buseaucratic or succession politics.
The military and intelligence services
might be using it a5 a form of bureau-
eratic rurfbuilder to make their

budgers and missions grow ar a dme
when the competition for resources
was fierce. Or the war scare might
have been w:m&;t:é in some way—
z debare over f reign and defense pol-
yle—to a succession 5zmgg,iz chat
was continuing despite, or because
of, Andropov’s poor healdh, Ex;}iwz»
tions were mﬂz but evidence
was sa::iri::é

L e
Although quite different, these expla-
nations had much in common. Each
started from the premise, whether
articulated or not, that there was no
objective threar of 2 US surprise
attack on the USSR; therefore, the
war scare was all smoke and mirrors,
a false alarm being used for some
other purpese. In most instances,
ourtside observers did not give the
war scare credence, refusing to imag-
ine thar the Sovier leadership could
view the United Stazes as the poren-
tial aggressor in an unprovoked
nuclear war, because they themselves
could not imagine the United States
in thar role. This idea was "wo far
out of touch with reality.” Reagan
was not Hider, and America does
not do Peard Hér%}{}fs

US perceptions of the US-Soviet bal-
ance of strategic power also weighed
against che idea that the war scare
could indicare genuing, even if
geeatly exaggerated, concern on Mos-
cow’s part. [ he United Sraces was in
the midsr of the largest military
buildup in its history whose alm was
to close a g“}é%f‘ﬁ:%%‘ﬁf% “window of vul-
nershiliry” in the mid-1980s created
by US loss of superiority in delivery
vehiicles and then counterforce capa-
%} lities. The buildup had begun
during the previous sdminiserarion,
but was gready accelerated during
Reagan's firsz term in the belief that
the USSE might exploit a temporary
advantage-—appropriately called ¢

7@;&3
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War Scaré

windew of opporaunity—ro engage
in adventuresome behavior, use
nuclear blackmail, or even perhaps
attack the United States. Moreover,
Sovier clatms about the “lrreversibil
ity” of changes in the “correlation of
forces” in the 19705 reference to
both Soviet gains in the Third
Waorld and achievement of “robust
parity” in strategic power with the
US—did little to allay US concerns.

e

LS observers were half right in dis-
rnissing the war scare as groundless,
but also half wrong in viewing it as
artificially contrived. Moscow sppar-
eathe s worried about something.

L

Evidence From the Soviet Union
and Eastern Europe

For a long time, Gordigvsky was the
only publicly acknowledged source
of information on RYAN.

cables that deseribe the alert and col-
lection requirements. No one in the
UX, Beitish, or Soviet/Russian intelli-
gence communities has questioned
these documents, so silence is tanta-
mount to authentication]

F3
33, z

" Ambassador to the United States

Anatoly Dobryinin and ex-KGB
officers Oleg Kalugin and Yury
Shvers have published memoies that
il with Gordievshy's scoount.
We know = lor more than we did
about the wer scare, even though a
complere understanding is still elu-

CGordigvsky, the original souree, is
slss the most prolific. Almost 2
decade after he arrived in Loadon,
he and Beivish coauthor Chriswopher
Andrew published 1 sheaf of KGB

84
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War Scare

a small circle of White House and
Peotagon aides—and, of course, the
Kremblin. "It was very seasitive,”
recalls former Undersecretary of
Defense Fred lide. “Nothing was writ-
ten down abour " ¢ would be
no paper trail.” @ 5

i

The PSYOP was calculared 1o play
on what the Whire Mouse perceived
as a Soviet image of the President as
a “cowboy” and reckless practitioner
of nuclear polities. US purpose was
not o signal intentions so much as
keep the Soviers guessing what might
happen nexz:

“Sometimes we would send
bombers over the North Pole,
and their radars would click
on, " recalls Gen. Jack Chain the
Jormer Strategic Air Command
commander. “Other tintes
Jfighter-bombers would prob
their Asian or Eurapean periph-
ery. " Diuring peak times, the
speration would inchede several
maneuvers @ week, They would
come ai frregular intervals
make the effece all the move

Spooking the Russizns

During the fiest Reagan sdministra-
tion, US policy toward the Sovie
Union was conducted on owo wacks.
The frst encompassed sormal diplo-
matic relations and arms conzrol
negotiations. The second was a
covert political-psychological effort
to attack Soviet vulnerabilities and
undermine the system. According 1o
a recent accourn based on interviews
with Reagan-era policymakers, it was

a “secret offensive on economic, geo-
strategic, and peychological fronn
designied to roll back and weaken
Sovier power.” For most of 1981-
83, there were more trains running

__on the second track than on the first,

HYAD mmay have been a response 1w
the first in 3 senies of US military
probes along Soviet borders initiated
in the Heapan administration’s fest
months. These probes——called psycho-
logical warfare operations, or PSYOP,
in Penragon jargon—aimed ar exploit-
ing Soviet psychological vulnerabiliri
and deterring Soviet actions. The
administration’s “silent campaign”
was also practically nvisible, except o

wnseteling. Then, as guickly as
the unannounced flights began,
they would stop, anlvts begin a
Jew weeks later. ;

Another participant echoes this
assessmen:

It really pot to shem, " revalls
Dr. William Schnsides, Under-
secretary of State for Military
Assistance and Technslogy, who
saw classified “after-action
reperss” that indicated US flight
activizy, “They didn't know
what it all meant. A squadron
would fly seraight as Sovier air-
space, and other radars would

&8
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light up and units would go on
alers. Then, ar the bust minute,
the squadron would peel off and

rerurn home "t

The Navy played an even bigger role
than SAC afer President Reagan
suthorized it in March 1981 to oper-
ate and exercise in areas where the
US ficet had rarely—or never—gone
before. Major exercises in 1981 and
1983 in the Soviet far northern and
far eastern maritime approaches dem-
enstrated US ability to deploy
aircraft carrier bavde groups dose w0
sensitive military and induserial areas
without being derected or chal-
lenged.” Using sophisticated and
carcfully rehearsed deception and
denial rechniques, the Navy eluded
the USSR’s massive ocean reconnais-
sance system and early-warning
systems '@ Some naval exeecises
included “classified” operations in
which carrier-launched airgraft man-
aged 10 penetrate Sovier shore-based
radar and air-defense systems and
simulare “attacks” on Sovier rargess.
Summing up a 1983 Pacific Fleet
exercise, the US chief of naval opera-
tions noted chat the Sovies "are as
nzked a3 jaybird chere [on the Kam-
chatka Peninsula), and they know

I His remark applied equally o0
the Kpla Peninsula in the far nosh.

Was there 2 connection berween
PSYOP and RYAN? There cleardy
was 2 temporal correladon. The firse
US rmissions began in mud-Febroary
1981; Andropov bricfed RYAN w0
the KGB the following May. More-
over, when top officials first learned
of RYAN, they reportedly connected
it o the Sovier border probes, noting
that the Soviets were “increasingly
frightened by s:%}: Rs;gg@;i
adeministration.”

@5 ot

14

Andropov’s advisers urged
him not to overreact, but
overreact he did, accusing
the President of
“deliberately lying” about
Soviet military power to
justify SDI.

29

The Intelligence Communicty, not
clued in 1o the PSYOP program,
could be forgiven for not understand-
ing the cause-and-effect relationship.
This is a reminder of a perennial
problem in preparing estimates that
assess another counery’s behavior in
termms of its interaction with the
Usnited Srates and in response to US
actions, The impact of the acrion-
reaction-interaction dynamic is often
overlooked or neglected, not because
of analytic failure or conceprual inad-
equacy, but for the simple reason
that the intelligence left hand does
not always know what the policy
right hand is émrsg

There may have been another prob-
lerm in perceprion thar affected
policymakers as well as intelligence
analysts, While the US probes
caughs the Kremlin by surprise, chey
were not unprecedented. There was 2
Cold War antecedent that Sovier
leaders may have found troubling.
From 1950 to 1969, the Qm{ﬁgég
Air Command conducted similar
aperations, both intelligence-gather-
ing and “ferrer” missions aimed &t
detecting the location, reaction, and
gaps in radar and air-defense installs-
dons slong the USSR's Eursian
periphery in preparation for nuclear
war. " It is possible, though not prov-
able, that the Soviets remembered
something the American side had
already forgottery

1983 Through the War-Scare Prism

Despite their private assessment,
Sovier leaders maintained a public pos-
rure of relative calm during 1981-82.
Even Reagan's erstwhile Secretary of
State Alexander Haig gave them
credin, saying “[tlhe Soviets stayed
very, very moderate, very, very respon-
sible during the first three years of this
administracion. | was mind-boggled
with their patience.” But thar patience
waore thin as 1983 wore on. In Sep-
wember, Andropoy would officialy
close off an internal debate pver the
causes and consequences of the col-
lapse of détente in an unusual foreign
policy “declaration.” In it, he limned
the outline of the war scare:

The Sovier leadership deems it
necessary to inform the Sovies
peaple, other peoples, and all
whao are responsible for determin-
ing the policy of states, of its
assessment of the course puriued
in internationad affairs by the
current United Staves adminis-
tration. In brief, it is @ militarise
courie that represenss 4 serigns
threat o prace.. .. [f anyore bed
any iflusions about the possibility
of an euslusion for the better in
the policy of the pretent Ameri-
can administration, recens events

kave dispelled them once and for
al lemphasis added]

What were those “recent evenrs™?

SDI. The 5D snnouncement came
out of the blue for the Kremlin—
and most of the Cabinet. Andropov's
advisers urged him not 1o overreacy,
but sverreact he did, accusing the
President of “deliberately lying”
about Sovier 3‘3‘%%25&?}’ power to justify
SDIL He denounced it as 2 “bid 1o
disarm the Soviet Union in the face
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of the U5 nuclear threat.” Space-

baszed defense, he added,

... would open the floodgates of
4 runaway race of all types of
strategic armss, both offensive and
defensive. Such is the real signifi-
cance, the seamy side of. 50 1o

say, of Washington's defensive
conception’.... The Soviet Union
will never be caught defenseless
by any threat.... Engaging in
this is not just irvesponsible, it i
ihsane.... Washington's actions
are pusting i

Jeopardy. |

S0 had obviously rouched a sensi-
tive nerve. The Soviets seemied 1o
treat it more seriously than many US
scientists and even some White
House aides did at the time. There
were two reasons. First, the Soviets,
despite their boasting in the 19705,
had practically unlimited faith in US
technical capability. Second, SDI
fad a profound psychological impact
that reinforced the trend prediceed
by the computer-based “correlation
of forces” model. In a remarkable
rére-d-téee with & US journalist and
former arms conrrol official, Marshal
tikolai Ogarkow, first deputy
defense minister and chief of the gen-
eral staff, assessed the symbolic
significance of SO

o.. We cannoe equal the gualivy
of United States arems for & gener-
ation or twe. Modern milizary
power is based on technology,
and technology is based on

COMPULETS.

In the United States, small chil-
dren.. play with compusers....
Here, we don's even bave
tompuiers in every office of the

Defense Ministry, And, for rea-
soms you know well, we cannos
wmake computers widely avail-
able ix our society.

v W will never be able to catch
up with you in modern arms
until we have an economic revo-
lution, And the question &
whether we can have an eco-
nomic revolution without
polisical fwgfzzgfwag

Ogarkov’s private rumination is all
the more remarkable because in his
public statemenss he was a hawk’s
hawk, frequently comparing the
United States to MNazi Germany and
warning of the advent of new
weapon systems based on endeely
“new physical principles.” The dual-
ity, even dichotomy, berween
Ogarkov's public stance calling for
continustion of the Cold War and
his privare acknowledgment that the
USSR could not compete may have
been typical of other Soviet leaders
and contributed to their frustration
and anxiery,

KAL 007, Ac 3:26 a.m. Tokyo time
on | Seprember 1983, a Sovier Su-15
interceptor fired two gicmeair mis-
siles 2t g Korenn Boting 747 aidiner,
destroying the alrerafr and killing all
26% crew and passengers. Soviet sir-
defense units bad been macking KAL
Flight 807 for more than an hour as
it first entered and then left Sovier 2ie-
space over the Kamcharka Peninsula.
The order to destroy the aircraft was
given a5 the airliner was shour w
leave Sovier airspace for the second
time after overflying Sakhalin [sland.
The ili-fated Boting 747 was proba-
_blv dewned in internarional airspace.

Wwé&?é”
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ithe White House Tearned
sbout the shootdown within a few
hours of the event and, with Secre-
tary of Stare Shulrz aking the lead,
denounced the Sovier act as one of
deliberate mass murder of innocent
civilians. President Reagan called it
“an act of barbarism, born of a soci-
ety which wantonly disregards
individual rights and the value of
human life and secks consmady w

__expand and dominate other nations.”

]

Alr Porce intelligence dissented ar
the time of the incident, and eventu-
ally US intelligence reached a
consensus view that the Soviews prob-
ably did not know they were
destroying a civilian aitliner. The
charge should have been criminally
negligent manslaughter, not premedi-
tated murder. But the official US
position never deviated from the ini-
tial assessment. The incident was
used 1o keep up a noisy campaign in
the UN and o spur worldwide V
efforts co punish the USSR with com-
mercial boyeotes, law suits, and
denial of landing righes for Acroflor
airliners. These various effores
Focused on indicting the Sovier sys-
tem irself and the wop leadership s
being uhtimately responsible ‘

Muoscow's public response to the inci-
dent came more than a2 week laser on
9 September in the form of an
unprecedented two-hour live press
conference conducted by Marshal
Mikslai Ogarkov with suppor: from
Deputy Forrign Minisver Georgl
Kornienko and Leonid Zamyarin,
chief of the Central Commitrees
International Information Depart-
ment. The five-star spin-doctor’s
goal was to prove—despite 269 bod-
ies to the contrary——thst the Soviet
Union had behaved rationally in

st &7



1
[
o

oy

{03

deciding to destroy Flighe 007, At
firsr, Ustinev said the regional Soviet
air defense unic had idendfied the air-
craft as a US inrelligence platform,

an RC-13% of the type that routinely
performed intelligence collection
aperations along a similar flighepath,
In any event, Ogarkev asserted,
whether an RC-135 or a 747, the
plane was unquestionably on a US or
joint US.Japanese intelligence mis-
sion, and the local Sovier
commander had carried our the cor-
rect orddr. The real blame for the
tragedy, he argued, lay with the
United Siates, not the USSR,

Remarkably, a classified memoran-
dum coordinared by the Ministry of

with Andropov ence again mking the
lead rather than remaining silent, He
moved quickly o exploit KAL 007,
like SDI before it, for US-baiting
propaganda. Asserting that an “outra-
geous military psychosis” had
overtaken the United Stares, he
declared that

The Reagan administration, in
its imperial ambitions, goes so
far that gne begins to dpubt
whether Washington has any
brakes ar all preventing it from
erosing the point at whick any
sober-minded pesson must stap.

{emphasis added]

Defense and the KGB shows that pri- |
vately the Sovier leadership took | I

pretty much the same view as their ?

Jthe Sovier

public pronouncement on KAL 007.
Released in 1992, the secret memo-
randum was sent w Andropov by
Ustinov and KGB Chairman Che-
brikov. It chiimed thae

<. We are dealing with a major,
dual-purpose political provoca-
tion carefully organized by the
LS special [intelligence] services.
The first purpose was to we the
fucursion of the intrader aiverafi
ints Soviet aivipace 1o create &
Javorable siruation for the gather.
ing of defense date on our air-
defenise systems in the Far Eas,
insaliing the most diverse sy
tems, including the Ferres
reconnaisance stellite. Second,
they envisuged, if this flight were
terminated by us, using that fact
te mouns & global anti-Sovies
campajen ta discredit the Sovier
LUnion

Soviet angst was reflected in the
rapid and harsh propaganda reaction,

68 §é§z

air-defense commander made an hon-
est, though serious, error because the
zazire air-defense system was on high
alert and in a state of anxlery, He
claims this was 2 resule of incursions
by US aircraft from the Pacific Fleet
in recent months during a joint flect
exercise with the Japaness, He could
not provide dewalls, but he did know
that there was concern abour both
rmifitary and military reconnaissance
airerafe, |

~ -

The specific incident 1o which he
aimost cermainly was referring
occurred on or about 4 April, when
at feast six US Navy planes from the
casriers Midway and Enterprise few
simulated bombing runs over 3
heavily fordfied Sovier island in the
Huril chain called Zeleny. The rwn
cartiers were part of a 40-ship
armads that was patrolling in che
largesr-ever exercise in the notth
Pacific. According to the Sovier
démarche protesting the incursion,
the Mavy aircraft Aew 20 miles inside
Sovier sirspace and remained there

for up to 20 minures each time." As
a result, the Sovier air-defense organi-
zation was put on alerc for the rest of
the spring and summer—and per-
haps longer—and some senior
officers were gansferred, repri-
manded, or dismissed, !
13

| lAndropov himself
issued & “draconian” order that readi-
ness be increased and char any
aircraft discovered in Sovier airspace
be shot down, Alr-defense command.
ers were warned that if they refused
o exscute Andropov's order, they
would be dismissed. There is corrob-
orating informarion for this from a
curious source—an apparent KGB
disinformation project execured in
Japan and then fed back into the
USSR, A Nowpsti news agency pam-
phlet entitled President’s Crime:
Who Ordered the Espionage Flight of
KAL 0077 revealed that two impor-
tant changes—one in Article 53 of
the Soviet Air Code on 24 Novem-
ber 1982 and the other in Article 36
of the Sovier Law on Stare Border
on 11 May 199%—in effect had
closed Sovier borders o all inrruders
and made Andropov's sheor-to-kill
arder a matter of law, changing the
Soviet (and internationally recog-
nized) rules of engagement.’|

This incident mised Soviet Rarsof &
possible US actack and made Moscow
more suspicious that US milimey exer-
cises might conceal preparations for
an sctusl sieck, Within weeks, Sovier
intelligence would react in exaesly
that way ro 2 US-NATO exercise in
Western Europe-—with potentially
dangerous consequences; |

Able Archer 83, The second signifi-
cant incident of 1983 ocourred during
an annual NATD command post
exercise codenamed Able Archer 83,
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The Soviets were familiar with Able
Ascher from previous yeats, but the
1983 version included several
changes. First, in the original scenario
that was larer changed, the exercise
was to involve high-level officials,
including the Secrerary of Defense
anel the Chairman of the Joinr Chiefs
of Sraff in major roles with cameo
appearances by the President and Viee
President. Second, the exercise
included a pracice drill that ook
WNATO forces from the use of conven-
tional forces through a full-scale mock
release of nuclear weapons,

I

The story of Able Archer has been
rold many times, growing and chang-
ing with each retelling. The original
version came from Gordievsky, who
claims that on the nightof 8or 9
MNovember—he cannot remember
which—Moscow sent a flash cable
from the Center advising, incorrectly,
thar US forces in Europe had been
put un alert and that troops atsome
IS bases were being mobilized. The
cable reportedly said that the alert -
may have been in response w the
recent bombing attack on a US
Marine barracks in Beirut, Lebanon,
or related o impending US Army
mansuvers, of the US may have
begun the countdown 1o a surprise
nuclear war. Recipients were ssked o
evaluate these hypotheses. Ae two air-
bases in East Germany and Poland,
Sovier fighters were pur on alertfor
the Firsr and last dme during the Cold
War, As Gordievshy described in

in the tense atmosphere gener-
ated by the crises and rhetoric of
she past fers months, the KGB
concluded that Amevican forces
bad been placed on aleremmand
might event have begun ihe count-
doont 2o war... The world did
not quits reach the edge of the

nuclear abyss during Operation
RYAN, Bus during Able Archer
83 it had, without realizing i,

come frighteningly close—cer-
ratnly closer than at any time
since the Cuban misile ey
1962, [emphasis added]

Brivish and US journalists with
inside access o Whitehall and the
White House have repeated the same
story.*® Three themes run through it
The Unired Seares and USSR came
close to war as 3 result of Kremiin
sverreaction; only Gordievsky's
timely warning ro Washingron via
MI6 kept things from going o0 far;
and Gordievsky's information was an
epiphany for President Reagan, who
was shaken by the idea that the
Sovier Union was fearful of 2 US sur-
prise attack. Accarding to US
journalist Don Obesdorfer:

Within a few weeks after., Able
Archer 83, the London CIA sta-
tion reporied, presuniably on the
basis of information obiained by
the Brivish from Gordievsky, that
the Souiets had been alarmed
about the real possibility that the
United States was preparing a
nseclear artack againss them. A
similar report came from a well-
connected American who bad
beard it from senior offscials in
an East European country closely
aflied to Moscow. MeFariane,
whe received the reporis i the
White House, inivially dis-
counted them as Soviet sare
tactics rather than evidence of
real concern abowt American
intentions, and told Reagan of
his view in presenting them o
the Presidenz, But g more extrn-
sive survey of Soviet attitades
sent to the White House early in

|
|

2 SR |
War Scars

1984 by CIA Director William
Caszy, based in part on reporss
from the deuble agent Govdi-
eusky, had a more sobering effect.
Reagan seemed uncharacteristi-
cally grave afier reading the
report and asked MeFarlane,
“Da you suppose they really
believe that?™... I don't see how
they could believe that—but it's
something to think sbous,”
Reagan replied. In s meeting
that same day, Reagan spoke
abosut the biblical prophecy of
Armageddon, a final world-end-
ing bastle between good and evil,
a topic that fascinared the Presic
dent. MeFarlane though it was
not acridental that Armageddon
was on Reagan's wind.*

For all its drama, however, Able
Archer scems to have made more of
an impression on the White House
than on the Kremlin, A senior Soviet
affairs expert who queried Sovier
political and milicary leaders
reported thar none had heard of Able
Archer, and all denied that it had
resched the Politbure or even the
upper levels of the defense minis-
try. " The GRU officer cited sbove
said that warch officers were con-
cerned over the exercise. Tensions
were high 25 2 resule of the KAL 007
incident, and Sovier intelligence
always worried thar US military
movements might indicare war, espe-
cizlly when conducred during major
holidays.? Other than thar, he saw
nothing unusual abour Able Archer.

The Iron Lady and the Great
Communicator
Did Gordievsky's reporting, espe-

cially his account of the KGB
Center's resction 1o Able Archer,

S@%ﬁ 5%
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influence US artirudes woward the
Sovier Union? Gordievsky and coan-
thor Andrew believe 30 and have
reprated the story dozens of tmes in
books, artdcles, and inrerviews. The
British agent’s information, Andrew
noted, “was of enormous imporance
in providing warmning of the simost
parancid fear within some sections of
the Reagan leadership that Presiden:
Reagan was planning 2 nuclear firsg
strike against the Sovier Union.™™

Bur did the Bridsh go further and
put their own spin on the reporting
in an effort 1o influence Reagan? Ana-
lysts who worked with the
Gordievsky file during the war scare
think 5o, and their suspicions arz sup-
ported, if not confirmed, in British
sccounts. Prime Minister Tharcher
was engaged in an effort 1o moderare
LIS policy toward the USSR, con-
vinced that the US hard line had
become counterproductive, even
risky, and was threatening 1o under
mine the NATO consensus on INF
éag;iwmmss@ She also was mindhul
of the growing strengeh of the peace
movement in Brigsd especially
in West German

B o

Thatcher launched her ii;?i’;;%%%g;‘i w0
modify US policy, appropriately
enough, in Washingron at the
annugl dinner of the Churchill Foun-
dation Award on 29 Seprember,
where ber remarks were cenain to
reach the Whire House and srtrace
U5 media coverage. Her themee—
“we live on the same planet and
must go on shating it —was 2 ples
for 3 mose sccommodating alliance
policy thes she repeated in subse-
quent addressees. As her biographer
notes, Thatcher did not make an
urgent ples o sudden Highe o Wash-
ingion 1o press her views, mthen

66

Stalin’s heirs decided that
it is better to look through
a glass darkly than through

rose-colored glasses.
29

. the euence of the [Thasher-
Reagan] parinership as this stage
was that the nwo governmenti
were basing their decisions on
much the same svidence and en
shared assessments at professional
[sic] level. In particular, both
governments would have had the
same inteligence. A erisical con-
tribution in this field was made
suer 2 pevied of }ffﬁf?’; ;fzaaﬁéfg
Gordievski fic]...."" |

Brivish intelligence sources confided
to 3 US journalist that London used
the Gordievsky material to influence
Reagan, because his hardline policy
was strengthening Sovier hawks:

Since KGB reporsing is thought
10 be aimed at confirming views
already held in Mascnpo—to bol-
ster the current line—the British
worried that the impact on Mos-
cow of the bluster in Washingion
swonld be enfarged by the KGB
stself, They had cause 1o worry.

L

The question is: bow much spin did
RIS use? Unfortunamely, Gordisvaky
did not include the KGB Center's
fizsh message on Able Archer in his
otherwise comprehensive colisction
of cables published i 1992, Gendie
evsky's claim to fame for influencing
White House perceptions of Soviet
“paranoia” is probably justified, bur
his assertion that 4 paranoid ?;?%if‘;;gz
almost went to war by overrea
to Able Archer is questionable

RYAN and the Soviet Pearl Harbor

A Caechoslovak intelligence officer
who worked closely with the KGB

on RYAN noted that his counter-
pars were obsessed with the

hiszorical paralle! berween 1941 and
1983, He believed this feeling was
almost visceral, not intellectual and
deeply affected Soviet thinking |

The German invasion was the Sovies
Union's grearest milivary disaster,
similar to—but much more trau-
matic than—DPear! Harbor. [t began
with a surprise atrack thar could have
been anticipated and countered, but
was not becsuse of an inrelligenee
Gilure. The connection berween sus-
prise atrack and ingdenuare warning
was never forgotees |

The hiscorical example of Operation
Barbarossa may account for the
urgency, even alarm, that field incelli-
gence officers like Gordievsky and
Shvets attributed to Kremlin para-
nota. This gap i perceptions may
have reflected a generation gap. The
Brezhaev-Andropov generation had
experisnced the war hrschand as the
?@zmmé?z experience of their political
lives; for younger Soviens, it wzg; ige
tory racher than living memory,

The intelligence “Railure” of 1941 was
a fatlure of analysis, not collection.®
Sralin received multiple detailed and
iz?ﬁﬁy warnings of the impending
avtack from 2 variety of open and clan-
destine sources. But he gave the duma
2 best cass or niot-so-bad case Interpre-
tation, gﬁ;@gﬁ;?gmmw;zﬁg%mﬁm
Hider would not ansck without Issu-
ing an climarum or %Eg%; a two-front
war while still engaged in the West.
Sralin erred in part because he
decgived himself and in per because
German counterintelligence abso
deceived him. Sialin's heirs decided
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that it is berier to look through a glass
darkly than through rose-colored
glasses. This was probably one reason
why RYAN employed an q:;ﬁ;zm
worst case methodology, |

RYAN appeats to have incorpo-
rated—or misappropriatede—anorher
lesson fram 1941, Despire the prow-
35 of his intelligence services, the
ever-suspicious Stalin lronically dis-
rrusted clandestinely acquired
intelligence, including agent repore-
ing and even communications snd
signals intercepts. He did so because
be believed that all sources conld be
controlled by the enemy and cor
rupted by disinformation, leading
him 1o reject borh accurate and inac-
curate information. As 2 corrective,
he insisted that Soviet intelligence
select indirect indicators of war plan-
ning that could not be concealed or
manipulated. His chief of milirary
intelligence had the ides of surveying
mautton prices in Nazi-occupied
Europe, arguing that the Germans
would need sheepskin coats for win-
rer campaigning in Russia, and, by
buying up available lvestock supplies
for skins, they would flood the mar-
ket with chesp muron ? This
deceprively simple indicator rurmed
suz to be simply deceptive, Hider
believed he could defear the Red
Army 533: fall and did not prepare for
wintersime operations.) |

RYAN requirements reveal the same
kind of unorthodox thinking. For
cxample, the KGB ?%%ﬁ@%y in Lon-
don wes instrucied 19 monitor prces
paid for blood at ushan denor
banks. The Center assumed that
prices would Increuse on the eve of
war as the banks sourried & srock-
pile supplies, Bur there was a
problem: British donor banks do net
vay donors, all of whom are wolun-
weers. Another sxampler the Londos

66
What the Soviets feared
most was that they were
losing the Cold War and
the technological arms race
with the US.

5%

r%sécfaiy was toid to visic megtxggck»
ing planes, looking for signs of “mass
shaughrer of cattle 2nd purting of
meat into long cold storage” in prep-
aration for RYAN, The parallel with
1941 is so close as to suggest that
some of the RYAN requirements
were dug out.of the NKVD and
GRU file: |

S—

Finally, thers is another plausible,
but unprovable, lesson leatned from
1941. The prewar intelligence failure
was Sealin’s, but he blamed the ineel-
ligenee services. This lefr an indelible
stain on Soviet intelligence that
Andropav, as KGB chief and later
parry chief, may have been deter-
mined not to lec happen apsin.
Sovier intelligence cerminly had 2
vested interest in promoting 3 dire
threar assessment of 18 intentions,
but burssucraric selfinzeresr may
not have been a lmpornt =5 profes
sional, not & say hur, pride

Caonclusion

HYAN was for real. Skeprics should
consider Dobrynin's response o 2
deubsing Thomas TV interviewen
“Bake your conclusions from what
he [Andropov] said in telegrams o
his sesidents.” The KCB-GRUmor
more sppropsiarely the joint Warsaw
Pagtalert was 2 crash efforz
build s straregic waening system by
substituting manpower for technol
ogy, HUMINT for sazellises and
sensors, Sovier actions were panichy,
but not paranoid or unprecedented.

Az onie historian noted, even under
the tsars Russian strategists were
often quite fearful when confronced
by Su?ﬁﬁt‘;f Western military rechnol
ogy, but their fears, while
sxaggerated, were scarcely insane?
Diobrynin claims that Andropov wor-
ried because President Reagan was
“unpredictable.” Bur this places 1o
much weight on s single personality.
What the Soviers frared most was
what theis “correlation of forces” cal
culations told them-—that they were
losing the Cold War and the rechao-
logical arms race with the US

The real war scars almost cerainly
was not the one the Kremlin envi-
sioned. The presumed chreat of a US
surprise nuclear attack was nonexist-
ent. The possibility of Sovier
preemptive serilee may have been
maore likely, Well-informed observers
like Gyula Hors, the last Conymu-
aist foreign miniscer and current
Prime Minister of Hungary, revealed
in his memoirs that Sovier marshals,
fortified with s litde vodka, openly
advorated an srack on the Wesr
“before the imperialisss gain superior-
ity in every sphere.” The information
is anvedoral, but there s a cermin
grim logic o in

The war scare was the lasr parosysm
of the Cold War. It was 2 fitting
end !

NOTES

i This was 2 ceference w0 the 1973
evertheow of Marsis Preddens Salve-
dor Allende.

2. rding to interviews conducred
by %ééﬁa} Marder, "[mlany waior
administration officials scoff now, as
they did then, 2t the suggestion that
the Sovies Union : grawingdy

slarzned by US milicars moves or
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public statements, or that Moscow
had any justification for fecling
vulnerable. The “war scare” in the
Sovier Union in 1982-83 was deliber-
ately enginesred for propaganda
purposes, these officials malrrin——a
prefext to create a siege mentality in
the Soviet Unios and 1o frighten the
gutside world sbour US intentions.
{("Defeczor Told of Sovier Alers;
KGB Station Reporntedly Warned
US Would Anack,” Waskingron Post,
8 August 1986, p. AL}

. Raymond L. Garthoff, The Grear

Transition: American-Soviet Relations
and the End of the Cold War (Wash-
ingron. DC: The Brookings
Institution, 1994}, p. 60. Garthoff
casefully considers all the deqils sue-
rounding Gordievsky's recruliment
and sspionage for Brinish incelli-
gence, his bona fides, and his
defection, bur still questions whether
the Soviets could have really believed
i the war-scare scenario. Garthoff
states, wrongly, that Cordievsky's
information on RYAN was given w
US intelligence only afrer his defec.
tion in May 1985, The British
shared the information——in sanitized
form o conceal the source—contem-
poranecusly with the Unired States,
Garthoff speculates thas the British
had ome doubus sbour Cordievsky's
seporting and did not wane 1o offend
the Reagan administration widh inrel-
ligence that mighe suggest dhat in
hardline policies were raising Soviex
angiety o an unusually high level

in fact, one reason the Brivish
pressed Gordievshy's information on
US ingelligence was precisely w infle-
ence Reagan's views on the USSR

. Viadimir Shlapeniokh, "Moscow's

War Propaganda and Sovier Fublic
{}?‘,ﬁ £ L o 5’} o~ o
Vol 33 {Sepember-Goober 1983),
p. 88,

. Peter Schweizer, Victory: The Reogen

*Adminisiration’s Secret Strategy That
Hustened the Collape of the Sovies
Upion (New Yorle The Arlanie
Monthly Press, 1994), p.oxvi
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fbid,
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. fbid,

. Sec Gregory L. Vistics, Fall from

Glory: The Men Who Sank the U5,
Hawy (New York: Simon &

Schuster, 1996}, pp. 105-108, 116-
P18, and 129-135, passim. ’

Equally imporeant, the Navy was
abie to offser the Soviews” ability o
srack the fleet by reading naval com-
munications, which the KGB had
been able 1o decrypr since the late
19608, thanks o ex-sailor Joha
Walker and his spy ring, The FBI
srrested Walker in 1985,

. Ascited in Seymour Hersh, "Fhe

Targer is E}egrr?m" % Whar Really
Huppened 1o Flight 007 and What
Amerizans Rrally Knew About It
{New York: Random House, 1986},
g 18,

. Schweizer, Vierory, p. 190,

13, In 1970, the United States ghan-

doned the risky practice of flying
into Sevier, Chinese, and Nosth
Korean 35?’5?3\&:{ feid ?{6’&3{}%6 reactions
by radar and sir-defense insalla.
tions. For recently declassified
information on the US overflight
program, see “Secrers of the Cold
War,” U3 News & Werld Repor,
Yol 114, No. 10 {15 March 1993},
pp. 30-50.

. This incident is recounted in Sey-

mous Heah, "The Targer o
sroyed, cer 2, pangims, | he
Soviets sew both polities! and mill-
rary machinations in the overflighe,
because Zeleny is ons of several
whands that comprise the so-called
northers territories that have been in
dispute beowesn Moscow and Tokyo
since the Soviers seized them in
1945, The Unised Seares does not
recognize the Sovier clalm 1o the
islands and suppores Japan, The
Soviers viewed e overtlight as
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16,

provocative and a challenge 1 their
sovereignty over the slands. Hersh
notes on p. 18 that the “Navy never
publicly acknowledged either che
overflight or its error; it also chose o
say nothing further inside the
government,”

. This strange pamphlet was lssued by

a one-room Japanese “publishing”
firm in edicions of 1,000 cach in
English and Japaness. However,
Nevasti “reprinted” 100,000 copies
in Russiar. This suggests ovo
things: the pamphler was intended
primarily for the internal Sovier audi-
ence, and the Seviet peaple did nor
believe their government’s explana.
tion of the KAL 007 vagedy. See
Murray Sayle, "Closing the File on
Flight 007.7 The New Yorker, Vol
LXIX, No. 42 (13 December 1993},
pp. F0-101, especially 94-95.

The rwo British accounts of Gordi-
evsky's role and how Brinsh
intelligence used him o influence
President Reagan's thinking on
Sovier policy are: Gordon Brook-
Shepherd, The Storm Birds: The Dra-
rmatic Stavies of the Top Sevies Spies
Whe Have Defected Since Warld War
i {(New York: Weidenfeld & Nicol-
son, 1989, chapeer 18, pasim; and
Geoffrey Smith, Reagan and
Thatoher (Mew Yorle W.W. Noreon
& Company, 1991}, pp. 12223,
See also Micholas Bethell, Spies and
Other Secvets: Memoirs from the Sre-
ead Cold War (Mew York: Viking,
19943, p. 191, Brooke-Shepard
received assismnce from British and
US intelligence. Smith'sbock s an
“sutherized” inside accounz of jts
subject. Berhellis 2 Tory MP and
friend and fan of Gordievsky's, The
US version, which & identizal in
many respecss, 1§ Don Oberdorfer,
Fhe Turn: From Cpld War 1o & New
Era {Mew York: Poseidon Press,
1991}, p. 67.

V7. Oberdorfer, The Turn, p. 67,

18. Garthoff, The Great Tramsition,

p. 139, n. 160.
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Able Archer ooincided with Ocrober
Revolurion Day, the USSRs

national holiday. Holidays turned
into national drinking binges that
incapacitated pracrically the entire
country. This is an interesting bir of
méffes-ingézs% because NATO mili-
cary planners almost cerninly did
not factor the holiday into Allied war
plans.

Christopher Andrew, “We Will
Always Need Spies,” The London
Times, 3 March 1994, Features, p. |

Smith, Thatcher and Reagan, p. 122,

22, john Newhouse, War and Peace in

the Nutlear Age (New York: Alfred
A. Knopl, 1959, p. 338,
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accurate information that was avail
2ble o Stalin, see John Coseello and
Oleg Tsarev, Deadly Hlusions: The
KGE Dossier Reveah Stalin's Master
Spy (Mew York: Crown Publishers,
19935, pp. 85-90. This analysis is
based on declassified Sovier ineelli-
geace reports from the KGB
archive. See also Barton Whaley,
Codeword Barsarossk (Cambridge,
WAL MIT Press, 1973), which
derails more than 80 indicadons and
warnings received by Sovist
intclligence.

Vikior Suvorav, Zeebregher: Whe
Started World War 1P (London:
Hamish Hamilon, 1990,

pp. 320-321.
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