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Never, perhaps, in the postwar decades 
has the situation in the world been as 
explosive and, hence, more difficult and 
unfavorable as in the first half of the 
1980's. 

Mikhail Gorbachev 
February 1986 
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Executive Summary 

Fraa the late 1970'S to the mid-1980's, the military forces 

and intelligence services of the Soviet union were redirected in 

ways that suggested that the soviet leadership was seriously 

concerned about the possibility of a sudden strike launched by the 

United states and its NATO allies. These changes were accODlp8nied 
by leadership statements -- some public, but many made in secret 
meetings -- arguing that the us was seeking strategic superiority 

in order to be able to launch a nuclear first strike. These 
actions and statements are often referred to as the period of the 
-war scare.-

The changes in soviet military and intelligence arrangeJllents 

included: improvements of Wa.rsaw Pact combat readiness (by 
recalling reservists, lengthening service times, increasing draft 

ages, and abolishing many draft deferments), an unprecedented 
emphasis on civil defense exercises, an end of military support for 
gathering the harvest (last seen prior to the 1968 Czech invasion), 

the forward deployment of unusual numbers of SPETSNAZ forces, 

increased readiness of soviet ballistic missile submarines and 

forward deployed nuclear capable aircraft, massive military 
exercises that for the first time emphasized surviving and 

responding to a sudden enemy strike, a new agreement among Warsaw 
Pact countries that gave soviet leaders authority in the event of 
an attack to unilaterally commit Pact forces, creation within the 
GRU of a new directorate to run networks of illegal agents abroad, 
an urgent KGB (and some satellite services') requirement that gave 
the highest priority the gathering of politico-military indicators 
of US/NATO preparations for a sudden nuclear attack, establisbaent 
of a special warning condition to alert Soviet forces that a 
surprise enemy strike using weapons of mass destruction was in 

progress, and the creation of a special KGB unit to manage a 
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computer program (the VRYAN model) that would objectively measure 

the correlation of forces and warn when Soviet relative strength 

had declined to the point that a preemptive soviet attack might be 

justified. 

During the November 1983 NATO wAble Archerw nuclear release 
exercise, the Soviets implemented military and intelligence 
activities that previously were seen only during actual crises. 
These included: placing Soviet air forces in Germany and Poland 

on heightened alert, 

The meaning of these events obviously was of crucial 
importance to American and RATO policyaakers. If they were simply 
parts of a Soviet propaganda campaign designed to intimidate the 
US, deter it froll deploying improved weapons, and arouse US 
domestic opposition to foreign policy initiatives, then they would 

not be of crucial significance. If they reflected an intemal 
soviet power struggle -- for example, a contest between conserva­
tives and pragmatists, or an effort to avoid blame for Soviet 
economic failures by pointing to (exaggerated) military threats 

-- then they could not be ignored, but they would not imply a 
fundamental change in soviet strategy. But if these events were 

expressions of a genuine belief on the part of Soviet leaders that 
the US was planning a nuclear first strike, causing the Soviet 
military to prepare for such an eventuality -- by, for example, 
readying itself for a preemptive strike of its own -- then the Wwar 
scareW was a cause for real concern. 

During the past year, the President's Poreign Intelligence 
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Advisory Board bas carefully reviewed the events of that period to 
learn what we (the u.s. intelligence coJllDlunity) knew, when we knew 

it, and how we interpreted it. The Board has read hundreds of 

documents, conducted more than 75 interviews with American and 
British officials, and studied the series of National Intelligence 
Estimates (HIB's) and other intelligence assessments that have 
attempted over the last six years to interpret the war scare data. 
Additionally, we have offered our own interpretation of the war 
scare events. 

We believe that the soviets perceived that the correlation of 
forces had turned against the USSR, that the us was seeking 
military superiority, and that the Chances of the us launching a 
nuclear first strike -- perhaps under cover of a routine training 
exercise -- were growing. We also believe that the us intelligence 
community did not at the time, and for several years afterwards, 
attach sufficient weight to the possibility that the war scare was 
real. As a result, the President was given assessments of Soviet 
attitudes and actions that understated the risks to the United 
states. Moreover, these assessments did not lead us to reevaluate 
our own military and intelligence actions that might be perceived 
by the soviets as signaling war preparations. 

In two separate Special National Intelligence Estimates 
(SNIBrs) in May and August of 1984, the intelligence community 
said: "We believe strongly that soviet actions are not inspired 
by, and Soviet leaders do not perceive, a genuine danger of 

imminent conflict or confrontation with the united states." Soviet 
statements to the contrary were judged to be npropaganda." 

The Board believes that the evidence then did not, and 

certainly does not now, support such categoric conclusions. Even 
without the benefit of subsequent reporting and looking at the 1984 
analysis of then available information, the tone of the intelli­
gence judgments was not adequate to the needs of the President. 
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A strongly stated interpretation was defended by explaining away 

facts inconsistent with it and by failing to subject that 

interpretation to a comparative risk assessment. In t1.me, 

analysts' views changed. In an annex to a February 1988 NIB, 

analysts declared: aOUring the late 1970's and early 1980's there 

were increasing soviet concerns about the drift in superpower 

relations, which some in the soviet leadership felt indicated an 

increased threat of war and increased likelihood of the use of 
nuclear weapons. Tbese concerns were shaped in part by a soviet 
perception that the correlation of forces was shifting against the 

soviet Union and that the United states was taking steps to achieve 

military superiority.a The soviets' VRYAN program was evaluated 

as part of an effort to collect data and subject it to computer 

analysis in a way 'that would warn the USSR when the US had achieved 

decisive military superiority. 

Reporting from a variety of ' t sources, 
including Oleq Gordiyevskiy (a senior KGB officer who once served 

as second in C01lDlland in the London Residency and who bas since 
defected to Great Britain), taken as a whole, strongly indicates 
that there was in fact a genuine belief among key mambers of the 
Soviet leadership that the United states had embarked on a prograJI 
of achieving decisive military superiority that might prompt a 
sudden nuclear missile attack on the USSR. 

Although some details of that belief becaae lcnowD" only 
recently, there was at the time evidence -- fr01ll secret directives 
and speeches by Soviet authorities -- that a major change in soviet 
political and strategic thinking had probably occurred. For 
example, we knew by 1984 at the latest that a Soviet general had 
interpreted President carter' s PO-59 as preparing us strategic 
forces for a preemptive strike, that the Head of the KGB's First 
Chief Directorate, General Kryuchkov had told key subordinates that 
the KGB must work to prevent the US from launching a surprise 

attack, that KGB and Czechoslovak intelligence Residencies had been 
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tasked to gather information on us preparations for war, and that 
missile submarines had been placed on shortened readiness times. 

Many of these facta were summarized in a memorandum fram the 

Rational Intelligence Officer for Warning (NIO/W) to DCI Williaa 
casey in June 1984, a Il8JIlO that Casey then forwarded to the 

President. 

position of the intelligence community as expressed in the Kay 1984 
SNIB ancl as reasserted, in almost identical lanquage, in the August 

1984 SNIB. 

Analysts will always have legitimate disagreements over the 
meaning of inevitably incomplete and uncertain intelligence 
reports. Moreover, part of the confidence that PPIAB has in its 
own assessment of the war scare derives from information not known 

at the time. our purpose in presenting this report is not so JlUch 
to criticize the conclusions of the 1984 SRIB's as to raise 
questions about the ways these estimates were made and subsequently 
reassessed. 

In cases of great importance to the survival of our nation, 
and especially where there is important contradictory evidence, the 
Board believes that intelligenoe estimates DUst be cast in teras 
of alternative scenarios that are subjected to comparative risk 
assessments. This is the critical defect in the war scare episode. 
By "alternative scenarios," we mean a full statement of each major, 
possible interpretation of a set of intelligence indicators. In 
this case, these scenarios might have included the following: 

1. soviet leaders had not changed their strategic thinking 
but were attempting by means of propaganda and intelligence decep­
tions to slow the US military build-up, prevent the deployment of 
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new weapons, and isolate the US from its allies. 

2. Soviet leaders mayor may not have chanqed their strateqic 

thinkinq, but a power struqqle amonq Kremlin factions and the need 
to deflect blaae for poor economic conditions aade it useful to 

exa.qqerate the military intentions and capabilities of the US. 

3. Soviet leaders had cbanqed their strateqic thinking and, 
in fact, belieVed that the US was attemptinq to qain decisive 
strateqic superiority in order, possibly, to launch a nuclear first 

strike. 

By ·comparative risk assessment,· we mean assiqninq two kinds 
of weiqhts to each scenario: one that estimates the pro~ility 
that the scenario is correct and another that assesses the risk to 
the united states if it wronqly rejects a scenario that is, in 
fact, correct. 

In 1984, one miqht reasonably have qiven the hiqhest probabil­
ity of being correct to the first or second scenario (even though, 
as we arque in this report, we believe that would have been an 
error) • But having' done this, it would surely have been clear even 
then that if the third scenario was in fact correct and we acted 
as if it were wronq, the risks to the united states would have been 
very qreat -- qreater than if we bad rejected a correct first or 
second scenario. As it happened, the military officers in charqe 
of the Able Archer exercise miniaized this risk by doing notbinq 
in the face of evidence that parts of the Soviet armed forces were 
movinq to an unusual level of alert. But these officers acted 
correctly out of instinct, not informed guidance, for in the years 
leadinq up to Able Arcber they bad received no quidance as to the 
possible siqnificance of apparent cbanqes in Soviet military and 
political thinkinq. 

By urqinq that some major estimates be based on a comparative 
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assessment of fully developed alternative sce~ios, we are not 

,arguinq for "competitive analyses" or greater use of dissenting 

opinions. An intelligence estimate is n~t the product of a' 

governmental debating society in which institutional rivals try to 

outdo one another in their display of advocacy skills. We are 

arguing instead for adopting the view that since it is vert hard 

to understand the present, much less predict the future, it is a 

mistake to act as if we can. on the most important issues, it is 

difficult if not impossible to say with confidence that w. know 

what is happening or will happen. We can, however, say that' there 

are a saall number of possibilities, each of which has a (rough) 

probability and each of which presents to the policymaker likely 
risks and opportunities. 

When analysts attempt to arrive at a sinqle strong concll1sion, 

they not only run the risk of being wrong, they run two addii1:ional 
and perhaps more worrisome risks. They are likely to underestimate 
the possibility of change (the safest prediction is alwaY$ that 
tomorrow vill be like today) and they are likely to rely on _lrror­
imaginq (our adversaries think the way we do). In this era of 
unprecedented, breakneck change, the first error grcws in 

importance. And since we cannot know what individuals will next , 
hold power in the USSR or when, it is an especially grave error to 

assume that since we know the US is not going to start World War 

III, the next leaders of the Kremlin will also believe that ... - and 

act on that belief. 

In short, our criticiS1l of the 1984 SHIEls, though in part 
substantive, is in larger part procedural. We do not think-there 
is any simple organizational chanqe that will correct· that 
procedure. If strategic intelligence estimates are to. give 
policymakers a better sense of risks and opportunities, it will 
only happen if policymakers insist that that is what they want and 

refuse to accept anything less. 
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This review of the war scare period also suggests ~ther 

lesson. It is quite clear to the Board that during the criftical 
years when the Kremlin was reassessing us intentions, tJjle us 

intelligence community did not react quickly to or think deeply 
about the early signs of that cbanqe. 'l'he war scare indi~tora 
began appearing in the early 1980's, the first estimate to a~ess 
this was not written until 1984. At the time it was writ~, the 
US knew very little about Kremlin decisionmaking. 

authors wrote confidently about -soviet leadership intentioqs.-

We recommend that the National security Council overtJee a , 
reassessment of the intelligence community's understandl*g of 
Soviet military and political decisionmaking, both in general iterms 
and in light of the judgments made in the 1984 estimates. ~ own 

leadership needs far better intelligence reportinq on and a~ess­

ments of the mindset of the soviet leadership -- its ideol~ical/ 
political instincts and perceptions. As part of this reasses~t, 
it should exploit the current opening in the Iron Cl1rta~n to 
interview past and present Bast Bloc and soviet Officials abolit the 

I , 
sources and consequences of the war scare in order to ob~in a 

better understanding of the perceptions and inner conflicts of 
Soviet decisionmakera. 

Finally, we suggest that the US review the way in whi~ it 
manages military exercises, its own intelligence colleption 
efforts, 

~1m~~~!~t~o~i~n~s~ure~' --~th--a~t~' ~th~e~s~e~a~r~e~--~~--~~--~~~~~~~ 

responsive to indications and warning for war. 

In 1983 we may have inadvertently placed our relationsi with 
the soviet Union on a hair trigger. Though the current thaw !In US­

Soviet relations suggests that neither side is likely in th~ near 
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term to reach for that trigger, events are moving so fast that it 
would be unwise to assume that Soviet leaders will not in the 
future act, fro. misunderstanding or malevolence, in ways that puts 
the peace in jeopardy. 
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'fep SBeR:8'f UMBRA GAMMA xiii 



PART I 

INTRODUCTION 

taP SBeRIR UMBRA GAMMA 
WNINTEL NOFORN NOCOHTRACT ORCON 

US HANDLING OF TIlE "WAR SCARE": TIlE 

ESTIMATIVE PROCESS 

, 

The Board has divided its presentation into two part~+ The 
first (Part One) deals with a review of what the US (~¥ the 
British) thought about the war scare both at the t~ and 
subsequently. It also swmnarizes some of the key charactt¢lstics 
of the estimative process and offers our conclusio~ for 

I 

improvement. The second half (part Two) summarizes the evldence 
that leads to the conclusion that the Soviet leadership g~~inelY 
developed a "war scare" in the early 1980's. We believe ~is to 
be a plausible version of events based upon new informa~~on as 
well as a reconsideration of evidence known then. Iney.i~ably, 

there is some duplication between the two parts, but ~is is 
necessary in order to tell the story in an orderly way. . ! 

, 

i 
Part One, then, is a sUllDaation of what we knew, when ", knew 

it, and how we interpreted it. It is not a competitive estimate. 
I 

Rather than catalog the actual events in detail, we chd~e to 
s1DlJllarize them and to focus instead on how the intelllfgence 
COJDJDunity reacted, as manifested in its analysis. Our concl*sions , 
mirror our profound diSJDaY at what we believe to W. the 

intelligence community's single largest failing -- the fail~e to 
provide policymakers with an adequate understanding of th~ i risks 
and consequences associated with alternate scenarios in1rqlving 
uncertain events of grave import. ! 

i 
I 

I 

There were many other directions that we, given un1~ited 
time, would have liked to embark. Intelligence issu~ I that 

I 
impacted upon our review of the war scare are identified, the 
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final section of Part one. We regret that these important issues 
received short shrift, we encourage a complete review of ~em so 

that US indications and waming might be improved as we entet into 
the evermore complex, polycentric, and uncertain 1990's. 

EARLY PEBCBPl'IOlfS or THE SOVIET "WAR SCARI-

, 
As the carter years wound to a close, America's bil~teral 

. I 
relationship with the USSR was on the downswing from the _4rlier 
detente. The soviet Union's invasion of Afghanistan b~ught 
bitter NATO condemnation, and SALT II languished unratifi~. As 

the new Republican Administration took up the reins, Pr~~ident 
Reagan announced in his State of the Union speech a' ,major 
peacetime military buildup. By May 1981, the -era of self-1i~ubt, a 

I 
personified by the failed Iran hostage rescue attempt, had: ~ded. 
United States foreign policy took on a new assertiv~ess: 

President Reagan declared that arms control treaties we~e no 
substitute for military preparedness and characterized the · 4oviet 
Union as an "evil force, " the antithesis of the US. ~oviet 

meddling in Afghanistan, Poland, Central America, and el.~where 
increasingly proved a constant irritant to th~ new Adainistr~tion, 
and seemed only to reinforce its "get tough" posture. 

i 
i , 

Recriminations flew between Moscow and Washington~ and 

relations continUed to slide. As the Administration settl~ into 
its first tera, an intense "war scare" theme began to em~e in 
the Soviet media and in private fora, accompanied by anomalQ"s and 
often provocative USSR behavior. 

, 

I 

At first, such activity was easily dismissed as pred~~table 
Soviet responses to US efforts to deploy IHP missiles in Eut~ in 
order to counter soviet SS-20's and to modemize its strateg~c and 
conventional forces. United states officials understandabl~ were 

. I 
suspicious of Soviet motivations as Washington struggled ~~ gain 

. I 
public support in Western Europe and in the US for these !force 
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In 1983, soviet rhetoric bad sharpened. Moscow had a~cused 
I 

President Reagan and his advisors of nmadness,n nextremis~~- and 

ncriminality· in the conduct of relations with the USSR. I The 
united states vas portrayed as a nation singularly pur.~inq a 

first-strike nuclear capability as a prelude to erad~~ting 
communism. Westerners, including some well-known experts : ~ the 
soviet Union, reported alarming conversations with soviet c~,izena 
and officials that indicated a large portion of the ~oviet 

population believed nuclear war was dangerously close. ! As 
. I 

diplomatic relations ebbed to near a postwar low, us an~lysts 
• 1 

attributed Soviet anxieties and belligerence to a n~~r of 
factors: initiation of IIfF deployments; a strong us postqre in 
~e START talks, US action in Grenada; deployment of Mari~es in 
Lebanon; US aid to insurqencies against Soviet client r~im.es, 
the Reagan Administration's perceived political nexploitatJ~nn of 
the HAL shootdown; and the Administration's pe~eiVed unwl~ling-

I 
ness to acknowledge the legitimacy of the soviet regime: ~r to 

treat the Kremlin with the ·superpower- deference it desired. 2 
! 

! 
Moreover, US analysts concluded that certain develQ~ments 

could have heightened Moscow's uncertainties about its lo~-tera 
geostrateqic position: ! 

o A possible adverse shift in the overall strategic batance, 
precipitated by resolute US aoves to significantly bolste~ its 
strategic posture as well as its conventional capabilities. i 

! 

los officials detected a vigorous soviet· -active me~~uresn 
campaign intended to thwart US strategic objectives. . ~ 

i 

2Grey Hodnett's .eaorandwa of Dec. 22, 1983, entitled ~tiet 
Thinking on the Possibility of ArJaed ConfrGntation with the: ited 
states, n Foreign Policy Issues Branch, Policy Analysis Di. sion, 
Office of Soviet Analysis, Central Intelligence Agency. ., 
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o The perceived lower priority accorded by the ~a9an 
Administration to arms control negotiations, as "evidenced" ~y its 
unwillingness to accommodate soviet interests and i ts ap~rent 
intention to proceed with weapons programs Moscow may have *ught 

were on bold. 
I 

i 

o The end of the aVietnaa syndrome- and readin~4s of 
Washington to use force once again in the Third World, ei~r by 

supporting insurgencies against Soviet client regimes, : ds in 
Nicaragua, or acting directly, as in Lebanon and Grenada. 3 , ! 

I 

Although us analysts aptly identified signs of emotio~ and 
paranoid Soviet behavior and offered an analysis of the po~~tial 
causes, they reasoned that Moscow was fundamentally conce~~ not 
about any hypothetical near-term us nuclear attack, but; ~ut 
possible shifts, in the strategic balance five-to-ten years l~nce. 

It was easy to distrust the USSR, they reasoned, because ' S~iet 

leaders had many plausible aotives for trying to c~~~erlY 
manipulate Western perceptions: 

I 
o To foster the "peace 18OVement" in Western Europe sc) rs to 

derail INF deployments and encourage neutrality within lfA'l'q.1 
, I 
· i 

o To portray President Reagan as an incompetent warmo~~ so 
as to deepen cleavages among nations in the West. : 

· i 
o To increase public pressure in the united stat_4 for 

providing a more conciliatory posture toward the USSR vi~ lower 
defense spending, arms control concessions, and less ~ibter-
ventionista policies. I 

· I 
i 

Analysts also estimated that, for the Soviets, the iR~agan 
Administration was the "least loved of any Us Adainistratio~ ~ince 

3Ibid• 
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that of President Truman.· It would be just like thea to 
nundercut the President's reelection prospects •• 4 

abnoraal, emotional soviet behavior could be, and was, 

essentially in political teras in minor analytical products . 
At the saae tille, US analysts often tended to char. 

Soviet leadership decisionmaJeing as rational, even omn~ 
united States intelligence clearly did not have sufficient :s 
to derive a precise picture of the Kremlin's decisiq ng 
process, nor did it have a thorough understanding of the aging 
leadership's strengths and weaknesses. united states ~ ysts, 
nevertheless, described Soviet policy as ndriven by IP dent 

I 

calculation of interests and dogged pursuit of 
objectives, even in the face of great adversity, rather 
sudden swells of fear or anger.- Furthermore, analysts cdn lude4 

that, "However disturbed soviet policymakers might be ; y the 
Reagan Administration, they also have a sense of the i 
strengths and of [US] vulnerabilities • • • the perceptip 
the Kremlin is by no means one of unrelieved gloaa.- • cov's 
economic probleas, while described as -taut, - were jUd9Ja not 
likely to deter thea from accelerating the pace of Jdtitary 

spending to challenge the Us. 5 J 
Undeterred by what was termed the -Soviet pr ganda 

campaign- and very concerned about the threat posed by thia I large 
numbers of S8-20 deployments, America continued to firm Jp her 

defenses by, for ~le, deploying cruise aissiles and ~ 
in Europe, adopting a forward-based military strategy, rking 
on a path of force modernization and improved readine.J, and 
invigorating a strong ·continuity in government" strategy db~igned 
to protect US leadership during a nuclear exchange. 
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As the second Reagan/Bush campaign swung into high g ' 

intelligence analysts began to compile solid evidence from ! 

the soviet bureaucracy of growing concern about nuclear wa*: 

o In a briefing to soviet and East European officials i 
! 

fall of 1983, a soviet diplomat warned that the world was l 
brink of war. 

o IJIIlIlediately following Brezhnev' s death, ICGB GRU 

Residencies in soviet missiona abroad received orders to + nitor 
us installations for indications of us military mobilizati~ • 

i 

o Shortly after the second inauguration, Moscow enjoi~ 
Residencies worldwide to work to detect any sign that the I nited 

I 
states and its allies were about to unleash a first strike l n the 
USSR. Already in mld-1981, reporting on possible us prepa~ tiona 
to launch a first strike had been added to ICGB coil ion 
requirements worldwide. In early 1983, Moscow warn. KGB 
residencies that the United states was positioning itself f~ 

! 
i 

o In early 1983, Soviet ailitary intelligence, ~ 
created a new directorate to organize and manage "illegal ~ 
networks worldwide. Tbe urgency of this .ove reportedly re~ 
perceptions of an increased threat of war. 

working-level officers 
~===-~~~~~~~~~--~~ 

subject 
war could break out at any moment. 

o while preparedness for war was not a new not.tlo , it 
bad taken on a senae of urgency not seen in the past. Dir1 ives 
from GRU Headquarters constantly reminded field eleme, to 
prepare for war. As a result, all Residency operationS 

I 
geared to work under both peacetime and wartime conditions~ 

o 
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IO':........."'-'-'-=-----i:..-~___:;..._:;.."'"'__.....:::;,..._~~~~__=' :..:!..::J.::""::""==--"'-"-"---!..=:.=J had been task~ with 
obtaining information on a major HATO exercise (believeci to be 

Able Archer 83). This order rf;'portedly followed froa ~ high­
priori ty requirement . ;3(6p> .. by Moscow a yea~ fore 
to look for any indication of US preparations for a nucle~r first 
strike. Warsaw Pact leaders reportedly were convinced th t 

Reagan Adainistration was actively preparing 
~-~~~~~~~~==~ 

I 

I 

By the fall of 1983, the beat of Soviet "War scare- d was 
almost lost in the cacophony of the international thunde~s ora. 
Massive demonstrations erupted in Germany and other NATO ext tries 
to protest the DlF deployments. The Soviets shot down 007, 

the Marine barracks in Beirut was bombed, and the US 
Grenada. 

Against this backdrop, NATO held its annual co post 

exercise to practice nuclear release procedures in early R ~r, 
1983. This recurring exercise, known as Able Archer, In luded 
HA'l'O forces from '1'I1rkey to England. Although past Abl~ er 

exercises were monitored by Soviet intelligence, the rea~ttn by 
Warsaw Pact military forces and intelligence services to tib 1983 
exercise was unprecedented. Ai~ armies in East Germany and land 

placed on alert. 

~ __ ~~~~_~_~~~' ==-=~~~ At the same time, the Is 
acre reconnaissance flights tib in 

previous years, and sent special intelligence requirement, 0 1GB 

I 
1INXNTBL HOFORN HOCON'l'RACT ORCOIf ! 
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and GRU Residencies in western countries to report any 
military activity that might signal an impending NATO s 
attack. 

usual 
rise 

anlllOllDC" Able This a))nor.al SOViet behavior to the annual, 

Archer 83 exercise sounded no alara bells in the US 
and Warning system. United states commanders on the 
not aware of any pronounced superpower tension, and the. 
activities were not seen in their totality until long a 
exeX'Cise was over. For example, while the US 
nheightened readinessn among 

~~~~~~~-~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
was not known ... " •• ~ ... 

weeks had passed after the completion of the exercise. ThEi 

air force standdown had been in effect for nearly a we~ wgj~U~ 
fully armed MXG-23 aircraft were noted on air defense 
East Germany. 

There were plenty of reasons why the soviet military J'lej!iSJ)()DSle 
to Able Archer was missed; there was no context by which 
the behavior. First, Moscow's nwar scaren activity was 
the focus of intelligence or policy attention. 
soviet intelligence requirements against the exercise, 

"""--""---""--9"-'-~"""'-'-;:...:J 

were not leamed ..... '!' .... jao 

'~~-=~~~~-===~~ 

Moreover, the air standdown was not at. 
perceived abnoraally because it occurred during the . 
Revolution holiday, about midway 

information, 
evaluated the . SOViet response as unusual but not 
significant. Analysts reasoned that more indicators 

been detected if the Soviets Were seriously concerned about. 
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!'CP SReRIft' UMBRA GAIDfA 8 



attack.' 

.,ep SBeRB'l' UMBRA GAMMA 
WNINTEL HOFORH HOCONTRACT ORCOR 

But beyond the puzzling soviet reaction to the Able 83 

exercise, us analysts, by spring of 1984, had also a 
clear trend: Soviet forces, over the past decade, had an 
effort to respond more rapidly to the threat of war and to .... ""' .. ..,. ........ LlI 

the capability to manage all aspects of a nuclear war. n7 I~ 
Soviet exercise activity in 1983 highlighted nthe continu~ £ell1:­
ing of concepts necessary for avoiding surprise attack •••• " 
Common to all these exercises were the themes of continued cOlllCE~rn 
over force readiness and vulnerability to attack; ensuring that 
dispersal and launch orders were complied with; ~nd 
previously had been paper or small-scale wartime concept$ 
actual operational conditions using larger numbers of 
Analysts estimated that the attainment of the above obj 
could increase the soviet military's capability to respond ".:I\&I.L ..... I..LJ' 

to an enemy surprise attack or launch an attack of their 

BRXTISH ASSESSMENT 

By March, the issue of the war scare broke into 

'In fact, a potentially dangerous analytic assumption 
apparently at work. Despite indications of increased 
with some units, other units upon which no positive 
existed regarding readiness were assumed to have ngt 
readiness. 

7 SRIH 11-10-84 -Implications of Recent Military-Pol"'~."'-"GL'" 
Activities. n . 
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Despite -- or perhaps because of -- its disturbing ~~SllCJe, 
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was not well received in the 

Additionally, some officials 

Defense were also skeptical. 

The British Foreign Ninistry, however, was sure that 

something was Ulisa. The Bri tish AIIba~sador to the US 
visit to the state Department's Under Secretary for Pol"'l ..... IIoiCII ... 

Affairs, Lawrence Eagleburger, to discuss the iasue. But 

according to the responsible briefing official fro. State's ,BUreau 
of Intelligence and Research (IHR), INR's position at the time 

(and thus state's position) was that the soviets were a 
massive propaganda campaign. The IHR officer 
Eagleburger a skeptical version of events, designed, in his -Wk:.rd.s, 
to "discourage the British." The British case apparently , 
helped by the Ambassador's presentation; he was not 'entirelY 
about events, and his intelligence aide most familiar with 

scare was out of country. There was even suspicion in 
American quarters that the Foreign Office was siaply capita 
on a good political occasion to force President Reagan ~ 

.... DDI-I. ... -=a. down his rhetoric and delay deployments of the DIP 
Thus, the Foreign Office's expressions of worry fell on deaf 

us PEBCEPlIOHS ElfTRENCIIIQ 

In May 1984, US intelligence addressed for the first 
a nationa~ estimate the possibility that the Soviets were 

of a preemptive first US nuclear strike -- a full six month$ 

• 

the Able Archer NATO exercise. Despite the evidence of ' SI9C:!r1I!!~~ 
directives and speeches by Soviet authorities to 
sudden nuclear attack and of unique Soviet military acti 
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the issue was not treated as an evolutionary process. In fact, 
several intelligence officers told the Board that the estima e was 
undertaken essentially to explain a series of short-tera ~Jormal 
events, rather than to examine the accumulated long-tera rePc>rting 
on the war scare. In the estimate's "Key JUdgaents,Lthe 
intelligence community noted, "During the past several mon , a 
number of coincident Soviet activities have created conce that 
they reflect abnormal soviet fear of conflict with the nited 
states, belligerent intent that might risk conflict, or som.e other 
underlying Soviet purpose." The "coincident" activities coil isted 
of: 

o Large-scale military exercises -- including a majo~ naval 
exercise in the Norwegian Sea, unprecedented SS-20 launch ctiv­
ity, and large-scale SS8N dispersal; 

o Preparations for air operations against Afghanistan 

o Attempts to change the air corridor regime in BarIl 

o New ailitary aeasures described as responsive 
deployments; and 

o Shrill propaganda attributing a heightened 
to US behavior. 

united States analysts categorically concluded: n 

strongly that Soviet actions are not inspired by. and i ~OYiet 
leaders do not perceive. a genuine danger of imminent conflict or 

! 

confrontation with the United states. This judgment is ~ ad on 
the absence of force-wide combat readiness or war 
preparation aoves in the USSR, and the absence of a tone 
or belligerence 
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