
Chapter 11 
Special Operations Group­

" Operation CHAOS'' . 

Responding to Presidential requests to determine the extent of for­
eign influence on domestic dissidence, the CIA, upon the instruction 
of the Director of Central Intelligence, established within the Counter­
intelligence· Staff a Special Operations Group in August 1967, to 
collect, coordinate, evaluate and report on foreign contacts with 
American dissidents. 

The Group's activities, which later came to be known as Operation 
CHAos·, led the CIA to collect information on dissident Americans 
from its overseas stations and from the FBI. 

Although the stated purpose of the Operation was to determine 
whether there were any foreign contacts with American dissident 
groups, it resulted in the accumulation of considerable material on 
domestic dissidents and their aetivities. 

During six years, the Operation compiled some 13,000 different files, 
including files on 7,200 American citizens. The dpcuments in these 
files and related materials included the names of more than 300,000 
persons and organizations, which were entered into a computerized 
index. 

This information was kept closely guarded within the CIA to pre· 
vent its use by anyone other than the personnel of the Special Opera­
tions Group. Utilizing this information, personnel of the Group pre· 
pared 3,500 memoranda for internal use; 3,000 memoranda for dis­
semination to the FBI; and 37 memoranda for distribution to high 
officials. · 

The Operation ultimately had a staff of 52, who were isolated from 
any substantial review even by the Counterintelligence Staff of which 
they were technically a part. 

Beginning in late 1969, Operation CHAOS used a number of agents 
(130) 
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to collect intelli~·~h"-' :\broad on any foreign connections with Ameri­
can dissident gr'-~up,..;.. In order to have sufficient "cover" for these 
agents, the Opt:-rnti,m recruited persons from domestic dissident 
groups or recruit'-'..i. '-'t hers and instructed them to associate with such 
groups in this country. 

Most of theSt.' l"-''t·uits were not directed to collect information 
domestically on .\ml'ricnn dissidents. On a number of occasions, how­
ever, such infonn:\t \,)n was reported by the recruits while they were 
developing dissid,•nt credentials in the t"7nited States, and the infor­
mation was retnin~d in the files of the Operation. On three occasions, 
agents of the Opt•t-:ttion were specifically used to collect domestic 

intelligence. 
Part of the 1'\':l::;on for these transgressions was inherent in the 

nature of the tn::-k n:'signed to the Group: to determine the extent of 
any foreign inthwnl't' on domestic dissident activities. That task neces­
sarily partook o! both domestic and foreign aspects. The question 
could not be nn::.-wl'red adequately without gathering information on 
the identities nnd rdationships of the American citizens involved in 
the activities . ..:\,·l·ordingly, any effort by the CIA in this area was 
bound, from the outset, to raise problems as to whether the Agency 
was looking into internal security matters and therefore exceeding its 
legislative authority. 

The Presidential demands upon the CIA appear to have caused the 
Agency to forego, to some extent. the caution with which it might 
otherwise have approached the subject. 

Two Presidents and their staffs made continuing and insistent re-
quests of the CIA for detailed evaluation of possible foreign involve­
ment in the donwstic dissidcmt scene. Tlw Agency's repeated conclu­
sion in its reports-that it could find no significant foreign connec­
tion with domestic disorder-led to further White House demands 
that the CIA ac~ount for any gaps in the Agency's investigation and 
that it remedy any lack of resourcl's for gathering information. 

The cumulative eft'ect of thesl' repeated demands was the addition 
of more and more resources, including agents, to Operation CHAOS­
as the Agency ntt<'mpted to support and to confirm the validity of its 
conclusion. Thl'se "'hite House df'mands also Sl.'cm to have encouraged 
top CIA management to sh~tch and, on some occasions, to exceed the 
ll'giglath·c restrictions. 

The excessive secrecy surrounding Operation CI-L\OS, its i:;ola-
tion within the CIA. nml its rl'lllO\'al from the normal chain of 
command prevented any etfc<"th·e supen·ision nnd review of its ucti\'­
itics by officers not directly invol\'Cd in the project. 
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A. Origins of Opel'ation CHAOS-August 1967 

In the wake of racial violence and civil disturbances, President 
Johnson on July 2, 1967, formed the National Commission on Civil 
Disorders (the Kerner Commission) and directed it to investigate 
and make recommendations with respect to the origins of the dis­
orders. At the same time, the President instructed all other depart­
ments and agencies of government to assist the Kerner Commission 
by supplying information to it. 

On August 15, 1967, Thomas Karamcssines, Deputy Director for 
Plans, issued a directive to the Chief of the Counterintelligence Staff 
instructing him to establish an operation for overseas coverage of 
subversive student acth·ities and related matters. This memorandum 
relayed instructions from Director Richard Helms, who, according to 
Helms' testimony, acted in response to continuing, substantial pressure 
from the President to determine the extent of any foreign connections 
with doniestic dissident events. Helms' testimony is corroborated by 
a contemporaneous FBI memorandum which states: 

The White House recently informed Richard Helms, Director, CIA, that the 
Agency should exert e~ery possible effort to collect information concerning U.S. 
racial agitators.wh~ might tra~el abroad • • • because of the pressure placed 
upon Helms, a ne'w desk has been created at the Agency for the explicit purpose 
of collecting information coming into the Agency and haYing any significant 
bearing on possible racial disturbances in the U.S. 

The question of foreign im·olvement in domestic dissidence com­
bined matters onr which the FBI had jurisdiction (domestic dis­
order) and matters which were the concern of the CL\. (possible for­
eign connection). The. FBI, unlike the CIA, generally did not pro­
duce finished, evaluated intelligence. Apparently for these reasons, the 
President looked to the Director of Central Intdligence to produce a 
coordinated evaluation of intelligence bearing upon the question of 
dissidenc('. 

'Ylwn the Kerner Commission's Executive Director wrote to Helms 
on August 29, 1967, requesting CIA information on civil disorders. 
Helms ofl'erl'd to supply only information on foreign connections with 
domestic disorder. Ultimnt<>ly, the CIA fumished 26 J'cports to the 
Kerner Commission, somt• of which relatt•tl l:u·gcly to domestic 
dissidl'llt act i ,·itics. 

B. Evolution of Operation CHAOS-The November 1967 
Study 

The officer sel('cted to head what bernmo the S}X'<'in.l Operations 
Group wns n person already im·oh·cd in n cow1terintclligcncc etl'ort 

.. 
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in connection with an article in Ramparts magazine on CIA associ­
ations with American youth overseas. In connection with his research 
and analysis, the officer had organized the beginnings of a computer 
system for storage and retrievui of information on persons involved 
in the "New Left." 

By October 19G7, this officer had begun to establish his operation 
concerning foreign connections with the domestic dissident scene. 
In a memorandum for the record on October 31, 1967, he indicated 
that the CIA 'vas to prepare a study on the "International Connec­
tions of the United States Peace Movement." 

The CIA immediately set about collecting all the available govern­
ment information on dissident groups. All field stntions of the CIA 
clandestine service were polled for any information they had on tl1e 
subject of the study. Every branch of the intelligence community 
was called upon to submit whatever information it had on the peace 
movement to the Special Operations Group for cataloging and storage. 
Most of the information was supplied by the FBI. 

All information collected by the Special Operations Group was 
forwarded to the CIA Office of Current Intelligence, which com­
pleted the study by mid-November. Director Helms personally de­
livered the study to President Johnson on November 15, 1967, with 
a covering note stating that "this is the study on the United States 
Peace )lovement you requested." 

The study showed that there was little evidence of foreign invoh·e­
ment and no evidence of any significant foreign financial support 
of the peace acth·ities within the United States. As a result of the 
information gathered for the study, however, the Special Operations 
Group gained an extensh·e amount of data for its later operations. 

On November 20, 1967, a new study was launched by the CIA at 
the request of the Director of Central Intelligence. This study was 
titled "Demonstration Techniques." The scope of the study was 
worlcl-,,ide, and it concentrated on antiwar demonstrations in the 
United States and abroad. The procedure used on the earlier study 
was also employed to gather information for this new project. 

The CIA sent an updated version of the Peace Movement Study 
to the President on December 22, 1967, nnd on January 5, 1968, Direc­
tor ll<'lms delin'n't] to the ·white Hom~<' a pappr <'ntitlNl ·'Student 
Diss<'nt. and Its Techniques in the UnitNl States." Helms~ co\·e•·ing 
letter to the President d<>scribed the Jnnunry 5 study us "part of our 
continuing examination of this :.r<>n<>rnl mutter." 

Aguin, the information bank of the Special Operations Group was 
increased by the intelligence gathered for these studies. 
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C. Evolution of Operation CHAOS-Domestic Unrest in 
1968 

Continuing antiwar demonstrations in 1968 led to growing 'Yhite 
House demands :for greater coverage o:f such groups' activities abroad. 
As disorders occurred in Europe in the summer of 1968, the CIA, 
with concurrence from the FBI, sought to engage European liaison 
services in monitoring United States citizens overseas in order to 
produce evidence o:f :foreign guidance, control or finandal support. 

In mid-1968, the CIA moved to consolidate its efforts concerning 
:foreign connections with domestic dissidence and to restrict further 
the dissemination of the information used by the Special Operations 
Group. The Group was given a cryptonym, "CHAOS." The CIA 
sent cables to all its field stations in July 1968, directing that all 
information concerning dissident groups be sent through a single 
restricted channel on an "Eyes Only" basis to the Chief of Opera­
tion CHAOS. No other dissemination of the information was to 
occur. 

Some time in 1968, Director Helms, in response to the Presidenfs 
continued concern about student revolutionary movements around 
the world, commissioned the preparation of a new analytic paper 
which was eventually entitled "Restless Youth:· Like its predecessor, 
"Restless Youth" concluded that the motivations underlying student 
radicalism arose from social and political alienation at home and not 
from conspiratorial activity masterminded :from abroad. 

"Restless Youth" was produced in two nrsions. The first Yersion 
contained a section on domestic involvements, ngnin raising a question 
as to the propriety of the CL\. ~s lun·ing prepared it. . This ,·ersion was 
deliYered initially only to President Johnson and to 'Yalt ,Y. Tiostow, 
the President's Special Assistant for Xational Security .Affairs. 
Helms' co,·ering memorandum. elated September 4-, 1968, stated. "Yon 
will, of course, be aware of the peculiar sensitivity which attach<:>s 
to the fact that CIA has prepared a report on student activities both 
here and abroad." 

.Another copy of the first ,·ersion of "Restle~ Yo nth" wns deli ,·erec 
on February 18, 1069, after the chan~c in Administrations, to Henry 
A. Kissinger. thl'n Assistant to Pr£'sident Xixon for Xational S('cnrity 
Affairs. Director III.'lms' cO\·erin~ m<:>morandum of February IS 
spl.'cificnlly pointed out thl.' impropriety of the CI.\~s il1\·oln:-m£'nt 
in the study. It stated: 

In nn effort to round-out our dl~cnssion llf this suhjP!'t. WI' lun·l' itwlndP!l 
n Sl'Ction on .Amerlmn NtUd('nts. '.rhis I>< an nrPn not within the chnrt('r ur this 
Aj:'eney, so I n et'd not rmphasize how £>xtremt>ly sensitln~ t hi>< muk('N thP paper. 
Should anyone l£>urn of Its existence it would pron~ ruost embarrassing for 
nil conCl'rn£>d. / 

/ 

l 
f 
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A second version of "Restless Youth" with the section on domestic 
activities deleted was later given a somewhat wider distribution in 
the intelligence community. 

The CHAOS group did not participate in the initial drafting of 
the "Restless Youth" paper, although it did review the paper at some 
point before any of its versions were disseminated. Intelligence 
derived from the paper was, of course, available to the group. 

E. The June 1969 White House Demands 

On June 20, 1969, Tom Charles Huston, Staff Assistant to Presi­
dent Nixon, wrote to the CIA that the President had directed prepara­
tion of a report on foreign communist support of revolutionary pro­
test movements in this country. 

Huston suggested that previous reports indicated inadequacy of 
intelligence collection capabilities within the protest movement area. 
(Helms testified that this accurately reflected the President's attitude.) 
According to Huston's letter, the President wanted to know: 

-What resources were presently targeted toward monitoring 
foreign communist support of revolutionary youth activities in 
this country; 

-How effective the resources were; 
-"What gaps existed because of inadequate resources or low 

priority of attention: and, 
-'Vhat steps could be taken to provide maximum possible 

coverage of the actirities. 
Huston said that he was particularly interested in the CIA's 

ability to collect information of this type. A ten-day deadline was 
set for the CIA's reply. 

The Agency responded on June 30, 1969, with a report entitled, 
"Foreign Communist Support to Re,·olutionary Protest ~Iovements in 
the rnited Stat<'s.'' The report conc.luded that while the communists en­
couraged such mo,·ements through propaganda and exploitation of 
intemutional conferences. there was very little e\·idence of communist 
funding and training of such movements and no evidence of communist 
direction and control. 

The CIA's covct·ing memorandum, which accompanied the June 30 
rl'port. pointed out that since the summer of Hlui, the A~ency had 
attPmptl'd to dC'tl'rmim• throu~h its sourcl's abroad what siguificant 
communist assistance or control was given to domestic revolutionary 
proh•sts. It stated that dose coopl't1ttion algo C'xisted with tlw FBI 
nnd that "new som·L'<'S wl're being sought through independcnt.mPnns.~' 
The memorandum also said that the "Kntzenbach guidelines" of 1967 
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had inhibited access to persons who might ha,·e information on efforts 
by communist intelligence services to exploit revolutionary groups in 

the United States.1 

E. CHAOS in Full-Scale Operation-Mid-1969 

By mid-1969, Operation CHAOS took on the organizational form 
which would continue for the following three years. Its staff had in­
creased to 36. (Eventually it totaled 52.) In June 1969, a Deputy Chief 
was assigned to the Operation to assist in administrative matters and to 
assume some of the responsibilities of handling the tightly-held com­
munications. There was a further delegation of responsibility with 
the appointment of three branch chiefs in the operation. 

The increase in size and activity of the Operation was accompanied 
by further isolation and protective measures. The group had already 
been physically located in a vaulted basement area, and tighter security 
measures ''"ere adopted in connection with communications of the 
Operation. These measures were extreme, even by normally strict CIA 
standards . .An exclusive channel for communication with the FBI 
was also established which se,·erely restricted dissemination both to 
nnd from the Bureau of CH.\OS-related matters. 

On September 6, 1969, Director Helms distributed an internal 
memorandum to the head of each of the directorates within CIA, in­
structing that support was to be gh·cn to the activities of Operation 
CHAOS. Both the distribution of the memorandum and the nature 
of the directives contained in it were most unusual. These served to 
underscore the importance of its substance. 

Helms confirmed in the September 6 memorandum that the CHAOS 
group had the principal operational responsibilities for conducting 
the .Agencis activities in the "radical milieu." Helms cxpectetl that 
each division of the Agency would cooperate '·both in (•xploitin~ 
existing sources and in den•loping new one:', and· that [the Special 
Opt" rations Group] will ha vc the necess:uy access to such sources and 

operationalns.~t.s.'~ 
Helms fmthl•r stated in thc memomndum that. hc belicwd the 

CI.A had "tlw propl·t· appro:wh in dis,·h:u·l,!itlg" thi,; sl'n:-:itin t't'spon­
sibility while strictly obsct·ving the statutor~· und de facto proscrip­
tion on Al!''m'y ,)onwstic in\'olwnwnts.'' 

The &ptNnbcr ti nwrnorandum, prcparcd a ftN' discussion:> with 

1 Jn 1!107 l'ri'Rhltnt John~on appolnh'll 11 commlttte ln<'lu•lln~: ~lchoiiiM Knhl'nbnch. John 
Gar.ln••r, IIR<I UkhHr<l ll••lm~ to ht\'l'•lh:nlt• .-lmr~:•·~ thnt tht> CI.\ wn" fun•lln~: thr ~ntlon11l 
Stud~nt Aasoclatlon. 'rhe char~:•·~ W••rt• .. uh•tnntllth'<l, '""' th•• K~tltA'nhnl'l> ('ummltlt••··~ 
rl'comtnt•ntlallon tlutt the ""'""rnm.-nt r••frllln from coHrt tlnanclal sut>t>ort of prl\'ate 
tducatlonal ora;aubatlon• wuatlovtcd aM ~:o\'~ruweut pullc)'. 
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the Chief of the Operation, among others, served at least three impor­
tant functions: First, it confirmed, beyond question, the importance 
which Operation CHAOS had attained in terms of Agency objectives. 
Second, it replied to dissent which had been voiced within the CIA 
concerning the Operation. Third, it ensured that CHAOS would re· 
ceive whatever support it needed, including personnel. 

F. Agent Operations Relating to Operation CHAOS 

Within a month after Helms' memorandum of September 6, an 
operations or "case" officer was assigned from another division to 
Operation CHAOS. The Operation thus gained the capacity to man­
age its own agents. A full understanding of the Operation's use of 
agents, however, requires some appreciation of similar proposals 
previously developed by other components of the CIA. 

1. uProject 1" 
In February 1968, the CIA's Office of Security and a division in 

its Plans Directorate jointly drafted a proposal for "Project 1," which 
was initially entitled "An Effort ... in Acquiring Assets in the 
'Peace' and 'Black Power' ~fovements in the United States." The 
project was to involve recruitment of agents who would penetrate 
some of the prominent dissident groups in the united States and re­
port information on the communications, contacts, travel and plans of 
individuals or groups haxing a connection with a certain foreign 
area. The proposal was rejected by Director Helms ~n ~larch 1968 
on the ground that it "would appear to be" beyond the _-\gency's juris­
diction and would cause widespread criticism when it became public 
know ledge, as he believed it eventually .would. 

Shortly thereafter, the proposed Project was modified to include 
a prohibition against domestic penetration of dissident groups by 
agents recruited by CIA. Any contact with domestic groups would be 
incidental to the overall objective of gaining access overseas to informa­
tion on foreign contacts and control. 

This modification was consistent with Helms' instruction that the 
Agency was not to engage in domestic opcrntional activity directed 
ngninst dissident groups. The modified plan was approved by the 
Deputy Director of Plnns, subject to conditions to ensure his tight 
supen·ision and control over its ncth·iti<'S, bnt no evidence could be 
found that tho project e\·er became operntionnl. 

The ·history of Proj<'ct 1 clearly reflected the CIA's nwareness 
that statutory limitations nppli<'ll to the nsl' of agents on the domestic 

I 
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dissident scene. "Penetration" of dissident groups in the United States 
to gain information on their domestic activities was prohibited. 

2. "Project 2" 

A second program, "Project 2," was initiated in late 1960 by the 
same office in the CIA's Plans Directorate which had developed Proj­
ect 1. Under Project 2, individuals without existing dissident affilia­
tion would be recruited and, after recruitment, would acquire the 
theory and jargon and make acquaintances in the "Xew LeW' while 
attending school in the United States. Following this "reddening" 
or "sheepdipping:' process (as one CIA officer described it), the agent 
would be sent to a foreign country on a specific intelligence mission. 

Project 2 was approved on April14, 1970, by the Assistant Deputy 
Director for Plans, who stated that no Project 2 agent was to be 
directed to acquire information concerning domestic dissident activi­
ties. Only if such information was acquired incidentally by the 
agents during the domestic "coloration" process would it be passed 
to Operation CHAOS for forwarding to the FBV 

Renewals of Project 2 were approyed annually during 1971-1973 
by the Deputy Director for Plans. The Project was also reriewed and 
approred in the fall of 1973 by William E. Colby, by then Director of 
Central Intelligence. In granting his approval on September 5, 1973, 
Director Colby, in language which paraphrased the original Project 
1 guidelines, stated that: 

Care will be taken that, during thP trainin& period of [Project 2] agents 
within the Cnited Stntes, they will not be operated by CIA against domestic 
targets. 

During the period 19i0-1974 a total of 23 agents were recruited 
for the project, of which 11 completed the prescribc>d deYelopment 
process in the Gnit<'d States. Each ag-ent was met and ·debrie.fed on 
a regular schedule in this country by Project 2 case officers. The agents 
were told repeated!~· of the limitations on their activities in the "Gnited 
States. 

The Project :2 caS(> office1-s US<'d debriefing sessions as one method 
of assessing an agent's etl'ecti\"<'ll<'Ss in reporting facts precisely and 
accurat<'ly, obYiously an essential skill to any intelligence agent. 
"Contact r<.>ports~: wt•re prepared aftt-r the sessions. ~\.lthough the re­
ports l'OntainC'd a substautial amount of information on agents' obser­
,·ations of domestic artidties, no el"idt•nr<' was found that Project 2 
itself O}Wncd any fil<'s based upon any of the info•·mation. 

1 

Prior to the April 14 appro,·nt ot ProjPt't 2, OpPratlon CHAOS p.-rsonnt'l had requestt'd 
that a pro\·lso be added to tbe Project tbnt Operation CIIAOS '1\·ould enor<llnate Projl'et 2 
recruits during the '"coloration•• process In the l:nltt>d State•. The prO\"l&o wa~ rejected. 

f 

I 
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Copies of all contact reports with Project 2 agents, however, were 
provided to Operation CH,AOS, and that Operation made a detailed 
review of the information contained in the reports. Information on 
both individuals and activitie.s which was contained in the reports and 
which was deemed significant by CHAOS was incorporated into the 
raw data files of the operation and indexed into its computer sys­
tem. Depending upon the nature of the information, it might even­
tually be furnished by Operation CHAOS to the FBI. 

Thus, while Project 2 agents were not assigned collection missions 
in the United States, the tandem operation of CHAOS with Project 
2 nevertheless did result in collection and dissemination by the CIA 
of a limited quantity of intelligence on domestic dissident activities. 
Director Helms testified that he was not aware of this collection and 
dissemination. 

Furthermore, despite efforts by Project 2 case officers t{) have their 
agent trainees avoid taking an activist role in domestic dissident 
groups, that did occur upon OC{!asion. One of the agents became an 
officer in such a group, and on at least one occasion the agent pro­
vided Project 2 with copies of minutes of the group~s meetings. 

A Project 2 agent also became involved as an adviser in a United 
States congressional campaign and, for a limited period, furnished 
reports to CHAOS of behind-the-scenes activities in the campaign. 

3. CHAOS Agents 
During the first two years of its existence, Operation CHA .. OS 

gathered the bulk of its information from reports issued by other 
go,·ernmental agencies or received from CIA field stations abroad. 

By October 1969, this approach had changed almost completely. 
Operation CHAOS' new case officer was beginning to contact, recruit, 
and run agents directly for the operation. This rm·ersal of approach 
appears to be attributable primarily to three factors: 

-First, and most important, an increasing amount of 'White 
House pressure (for example, the June 20, 1969, letter from Tom 
Charles Huston, Staff Assistant to the President) was brought 
to bear on the CIA to provide mom extensin~ and detailed re­
potting on the role of foreign connections with American dis­
sident. acti \"it ies; 

-Second, Operation CHAOS hntl been rc]atinly unsuccessful 
in obtaining meaningful information thmugh agents associated 
with other n.:rencics; 

-Third, the trmpo of dissident. activities had increased sub­
stantia11y in the rnited Stntes. 

The t>xtrnt of CHAOS agent operations was limited to fewer than 
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30 agents. Although records of the Operation indicate that reporting 
was received from over 100 other agent sources, those sources appear 
to have been directed abroad either by other governmental agencies 
or by other components of the CIA. The information which these 
sources reported to Operation CHAOS was simply -a by-product of 
other missions. 

Operation CHAOS personnel contacted a total of approximately 40 
potential agents from October HlG9 to July 1972, after which no new 
agent recruitments were made. (The case officer left the Operation 
on July 12, 1972.) Approximately one-half of these individuals were 
referred to the Operation by the FBI, and the remainder were devel­
oped through various CIA components. 

All contact, briefing and debriefing reports prepared by the case 
officer concerning all potential and actual agents, from whateYer 
source, became part of the records of the Operation. These reports, 
often highly detailed, were carefully reviewed by CHAOS personnel; 
all names, organizations and significant events were then indexed in 
the Operation's computer. "Gpon occasion, the information would be 
passed to the FBI. 

The individuals referred to Operation CHAOS by the FBI were 
past or present FBI informants who either were interested in a foreign 
assignment or hnd planned a trip abroad. Eighteen of the referrals 
were recruited. Only one was used on more than one -assignment. In 
each instance the Operation~s case officer briefed the indiYiclual on 
the CHAOS "requirements" before his trip and debriefed him upon 
his return. After debriefing, the agents once again became the respon­
sibility of the FBI. 

In one instance, the FBI turned an indiddnal onr to Operation 
CHAOS for its continued u;:;e abroad. Before going oYcrsNls, that 
agent was m«:'t b~· the Operation's cnse officer on a number of occasions 
in the United Stutes and did report for several months upon certain 
domestic contacts. 

Seventeen agents \Yere r«:'ferrcd to Operation CIL\.OS by other CIA 
components. T«:'n were dropp«:'d by the Operation for ,·arious reasons 
after nn initial a;.;wssnwnt. Font· Wl're used for brief trips abr·o:Hl, with 
r«:'porting proccdmes which «:'ssentially pat·alle!Pd those usNl for the 
FBI reft'rrals. 

The remaining thre«:' indi,·iduals had an «:'Ill l'l'l' into anti-war. r:ulical 
left. or black militant groups lwfore tht'y wert> twruitC'd by th«:' Opt'r­
ntion. They \\"l'l"l~· usetl over ai1 t'Xtt•mletl pt'riml ahro:11l, and t lwy 
were met nnd dt'hrief«:'d on ll\llllt'l"OUS occasions in the rnited Stntcs. 

One of the tlm.'<\ agents tt·nwlled a substantial distance in late 
19li!) to pnrt icipute in und n'port on major dt•monst rat ion:; t lll'n 
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occurring in one area of the count1-y. The CHAOS case officer met 
and questioned the agent at length concerning individuals and organ-

• izations involved in the demonstrations. Detailed contact reports were 
prepared after each debriefing session. The contact reports, in turn, 
provided the basis for 47 separate disseminations to the FBI, the bulk 
of which related solely to domestic matters and were disseminated 
under titles such as: "Plans for Future Anti-"\Yar Activities on the 
'West Coast." 

The second of these agents regularly provided detailed information 
on the activities and views of high-level leadership in another of the 
dissident groups within the United States. Although a substantial 
amount of this agent's reporting concerned the relationship of the dis­
sident group with individuals and organizations abroad, information 
was also obtained and disseminated on the organization:s purely domes­
tic activities. 

The third· agent was formally recruited in April 1971, having 
been initially contacted by Operation CHAOS in October 1970. Dur­
ing the intervening months the CL\.. had asked the agent questions 
posed by the FBI concerning domestic dissident matters and fur­
nished the responses to the Bureau. 

Two days after the official recruitment: the agent "·as asked to travel 
to "\Vashington, D.C. to work on an interim basis ; the mission "·as to 
"get as close as possible" and perhaps become an assistant to certain 
prominent radical leaders who were coordinators of the imminent 
")Iay Day" demonstrntions. The agent was to infiltrate any s0cret 
groups operating behind the scenes ancl report on their plans. The 
agent "·as also asked to report :my information on planned violence 
toward government officials or buildin~s or foreign 0mbassies. 

This third agent tranlled to ·washington as requested. and "·as met 
two or three times a week by the CIL\.OS case officer. "\..fter each of 
these meetings, the case officer~ in accordnnce with the standard pro­
cedure, prepared contact reports including all information obtained 
from the agent. Tlwse reports, many of which were typed late at night 
or o\·er weekends, wer0 passed immediately to the Chief of Opemtion 
CHAOS. And when the information obtained from the agt•nt was sig­
nificant, it \Yas immPdiately pn:;sed by the ChiPf to an FBI rrpre­
sentati,·<', g-<'nerally orally. 

The Operation's u~e of the&' thn•e ag-f'nts was contr:u·~· to guide­
lines establislwd aftl'l' Din•ctm· I IPlms rt•jt•cll'tl the initial propo:>al 
for Pl'Oject 1 in :'lfarC'h l!lG~. H<•lms te;.;tifi<'ll that lw was not aware of 
the domt•st ic u:;c of t hl'St' ngl•nts. 

The Commission found no c\'id<.'nce that nny of the agents or 
CIA otliccrs invoh·ed with nny of the dissident opemtions <'Ill-
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ployed or directed the domestic usc of any personal or electronic 
surveillance, wiretaps or unauthorized entries against any dissident 
group or individual. Any reporting by CHAOS agents in the United 
States was based upon information gained as a result of their personal 
observations and acquaintances. 

G. Collection, Indexing, and Filing of Information by 
Operation CHAOS 

The volume of information passing through the CHAOS group 
by mid-1969 was great. As Director Helms pointed out in his Sep­
tember 6, 1969, memorandum to the Directorates, the Operation's 
main problem was a backlog of undigested raw information which 
required analysis and indexing. 

Not only was the Agency receiving FBI reports on antiwar activi­
•ties, but with the rise of international conferences against the war, 
and student and radical tra,·el abroad, information flowed in from 
the Agency's o,·erseas stations as well. 

The Operation had gathered all the information it could from the 
Agency's central registry. According to the Chief of the Operation, 
that information for the most part consisted of raw data gathered 
on individuals by the FBI which had not been analyzed by the .Agen­
cy because the information contained nothing of foreign intelligence 
Yalue. 

CHAOS also a\·ailcd itself of the information gained through the 
CIA's Kew York mail intercept. The Operation supplied a watch 
list of rnitecl States citizens to be monitored by the statl' of the mail 
interc£>pt. The number of ntail items intercepted and sent to CI-L\OS 
during its operation were sufficient in number to han filled two draw­
ers.in a filing cabinet. All of tht'sc items were letters or similar mate­
rial betwet'n th<' tJnited States and the So\·iet "Guion. 

In addition. Operation CHAOS l'('ceiYed matet·ials from an in­
ternational communications ncth·ity of another agt'ncy of th<' go,·­
~rrunent. The Operation fnrnishcd a watch list of names to the other 
agency and r<'cei\·<'d a total of approximat<-'ly 110(} pages of matct·iab 
0\:erall. The program to fnrni:;:h the Opt'ration with these materials 
was not tcnninatcclnntil CIL\0~ went out of existence . .A II such mate­
rials Wl'l'\' rctm·twd to tht• originating ug-t•nt'y b~· the CL\ in Xo\'<.'lll­

ber 19i:l: bceanse a rt•vi<'w of the materials had apparentl~· raised a 
question as to tht• lt•gnlity of tlll'it· lx•ing lwld by CIA. The materials 
concl'rtH'd for the most part anti-wa1· activities, traYcl to international 
peace conferences and movements of members of \'arious dissident 
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groups. The communications passed between the United States and 
foreign countries. None was purely domestic. 

During one period, Operation CHAOS also appears to have re­
ceived copies of booking slips for calls made between points in the 
United States and abroad. The slips did not record the substance 
of the cal1s, but rather showed the identities of the caller and the 
receiver, and the date and time of the call. The slips also indicated 
whether the can went through. 

Most of the officers assigned to the Operation were analysts who 
read the materials received by it and extracted names and other in­
formation for indexing in the computer system used by the Operation 
and for inclusion in the Operation's many files. It appears that, because 
of the great volume of materials received by Operation CHAOS and 
the time pressures on the Operation, little judgment could be, or was, 
exercised in this process. The absense of such judgment led, in turn, 
to the inclusion of a substantial amount of data in the records of 
the Operation having little, if anything, bearing upon its foreign in­
telligence objective. 

The names of all persons mentioned in intelligence source reports 
received by Operation CI-L-\..08 were computer-indexed. The computer 
printout on a person or organization or subject would contain refer­
ences to all documents, files or communications traffic where the name 
appeared. Eventually, approximately 300.000 names of American citi­
zens and organizations were thus stored in the CHAOS computer 
system. 

The computerized information was streamed or categorized on a 
"need to know'~ basis, progressing from the least sensitive to the most 
sensitive . ..:\ special computer "password" ''as required in order to 
gain access to each stream. (This mnltistrearn characteristic of the 
computer index caused it to be dubbed the "Hydra" system.) The 
computer s~·stcm wns used much like a library card ilHlex to locate in­
telligence reports storNl in the CI-L\OS library of files. 

The files, like the compntl'r index, Wl'l'l' also divided into difi'erent 
levels of security . ..:\_ "201." or personalit~·, file would be opened on an 
individual when enough information hatl been collected to warrant a 
file or whl'n the individunl was of interest to anothm· government 
ngency that lookl'£1 to tlw CIA f01· in format ion. Tlw r·pgnlar 201 file 
generally contained in formation such as plaee of hirt h. f:tm i ly. occupa­
tion nwl organizational allilintion. In :ttlllit ion, a ·'s<>nsit in,·· fiiP might 
also be maintainl'tl on that sarne person. The sensitin.l file generally 
encompn~s<>d ma tt<>r-s which W<>rt> pot<>nt ia lly t'lllh:ll'J'as...;ing to tlw 
Agency or mutters obtnin('d from sourel's or by methods which the 
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Agency sought to protect. Operation CHAOS also maintained nearly 
1000 "subject" files on numerous organizations.3 

Random samplings of the Operation's files show that in great part, 
the files consisted of undigested FBI reports or overt materials such 
as new clippings on the particular subject. 

An extreme example of the extent to which collection could go once 
n file was opened is contained in the Grove Press, Inc., file. The file 
apparently was opened because the company had published a book by 
Kim Philby, the British intelligence officer who turned out to be a 
Soviet agent. The name Grove Press was thus listed as having in­
telligence interest, and the CHAOS analysts collected all available 
information on the company. Grove Press, in its business endeaYors, 
had also produced the sex-oriented motion picture, "I Am Curious 
Yellow" and so the Operation's analysts dutifully clipped and filmed 
cinema critics' commentaries upon the film. 

From among the 300~000 names in the CHAOS computer index, a 
total of approximately 7,200 separate personality files \\ere developed 
on citizens of the United States. 

In addition, information of on-going intelligence nlue was digested 
in summary memoranda for the internal use of the Operation. :X early 
3,500 such memoranda \Ycre deYeloped during the history of CHAOS. 

Over 3,000 memoranda on digested information were disseminated, 
where appropriate, to the FBI. A total of 37 highly sensiti,·e memo­
randa originated by Operation CHAOS were S<'llt oYer the signature 
of the Director of Central Intelligence to the White House, to the 
Secretary of State, to the Director of the FBI or to the Secret Service. 

H. Preparation of Reports for Interag-ency GrouJ>S 

Commencing in mid-HliO. Operation CHAOS produced reports 
for the int<'mgency groups discussed in the previous chapter. One such 

• The orgo.nlzatlons, to no. me n fe'~'<', Included ; 
StudcnB for n Democrntlc Society (SDS) ; 
Young Communist Workers Liberation League (YC\\'LL) ; 
Nattono.l ::IIoblllzatlon Committee to End the War In \'letunru; 
Woo1en·s Strlk~ ror Pl'nce; 
Fre!'tlomwnys ::llngnzlne nn<l Frel'd<•mways Assoclnled. Inc. ; 
Amerlmn lndlnn ::llonml'nt (.\nil : 
Stu<ll'nt ~on·Ylolcnt Coor<llnatlng Committe~ ($_:1;CC); 
Drnft lt•·~l~tlln<'<' Group• ( 1".:;. 1 : 

Cross World 1.loob o.nd l'erlotllcnls. Inc.: 
U.S. Commit IN' to Aid the ~atlonnl Liberation Front of South Vlctunm; 
Gron· l'rl'•~. Inc. ; 
Nation of l"lnm; 
Youth lnh•rontlonall'nrty ("riP) ; 
Women's Liberation llovcmcut: 
nlnrk Pnnth<'r l'nrt:r ( lll'l') : 
Ventt>remos Brigade : 
Clergy and Laymen Concerned About VIetnam. 
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report was prepared by the Operation in June 1970. Unlike the June 
1969 study, which was limited to CIA sources, the 1970 study took into 
account all available intelligence sources. In the 1!)70 analysis, entitled, 
"Definition of Existing Internal Security Threat-Foreign," the 
Agency concluded that there was no evidence, based on available in­
formation and sources, that foreign governments and intelligence 
services controlled domestic dissident mo\·ements or were then capable 
of directing the groups. The June 1970 Report was expanded andre­
published in January 1971. It reached the same conclusions. 

I. Relationship of Operation CHAOS to 
Other CIA Components 

Substantial measures were taken from the inception of Operation 
CHAOS to ensure that it was highly compartmented. Knowledge of 
its activities was restricted to those individuals who had a definite 
Hneed to know" of it. 

The two or three week formal training period for the operation's 
agents was subject to heavy insulation . .According to a n1emoranclum in 
July 1971~ such training was to bP carried out with "extreme caution~' 
and the number of people who knew of the training was to be kept to 
"an absolute minimum." The Oftice of Trainin~ was instructed to re­
turn all communications relating to training of CHAOS agents to the 
Operation. 

The Operation was isolated or compartmented even within tlw 
Counterintelligence Staff which. itself. was already a highly com­
partmented component of the CIA. The Operation was physically re­
moved from the Counterintelli~ence Staff. Knowledge within the 
Counterintelligence Stall of proposed CI-L\.OS operations was re­
stricted to the Chief of the Stat\' and his immcdiatl' n!'sistunts. 

The Counterintelligence Chief was technically responsible in tho 
chain of command for Operation CIL\.OS. and requests for budget­
ing and n~ent recruitment had to \:x.> appro\·ed through his offico. But 
tll(l aY:lilnble eYidence indicates that. the Chief of Counterintelligence 
hnd little connedion with the actual opemtions of CHAOS. Accord­
ing to a C'I.\. mPmorandum in :\lay l!Hln, Director Hchns StX'cifirally 
instruct<'d thl' ChiPf of the Otwration to n•frain from disclosing part 
of his nrti\·itil.'s to the Connterintclli~encc C'hicf. 

The Countel'intl'llig<'nce antl thl' CII.\.OS Chil'fs both a~t"<'e that, 
bccn.uso of the compartmentntion and secrecy of CII.:\.OS, the actual 
Sl\}X'r\·isory r<'spon~ihility for tlw Otwrntion was \'l'St<'d in the nir<'ctor 
of Ccntml Intelligence. This wus particulnrly ro lX'ginning in mid· 
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1969. In fact, the Chief of CHAOS, later in history of his Operar 
tion, sought unsuccessfully to have his offioo attached directly to that 
of the Director. 

Director Helms testified that he could recall no specific directions he 
gave to the CHAOS Group Chief to report directly to him. To the 
contrary, Helms said, he expected the Chief to report to the Chief of 
Counterintelligence, who in turn would report to the Deputy Director 
for Plans and then to the Director. 

The sensitivity of the Operation was deemed so great that, during 
one field survey in November 1972 even the staif of the CIA's 
Inspector General was precluded from reviewing CHAOS files or 
discussing its specific operations. (This incident, however, led to a 
review of the Operation by the CIA Executive Director-Comptroller 
in December 1972.) 

On another oceasion, an inspection team from the Office of :Manage­
ment and Budget ·was intentionally not informed of the Operation~s 
activity during an 0:\IB survey of CIA field operations. 

There is no indication that the CL\'s General Counsel '\\US ever 
consulted about the propriety of Operation CHAOS activities. 

It further appears that., unlike most programs within the CIA 
clandestine service, Operation CI-lAOS "·as not subjected to an 
annual review and approval procedure. X or does there appear to have 
been any formal review of the Operation~s annual budget. Such review 
as occurred seems to have been limited to requests for authority to 
assess or recruit an American citizen as an agent. 

The result of the compartmentation, secrecy and isoln.tion which 
did occur seems clear now. The Operation was not effectively super­
vised and reviewed by anyone in the CIA who was not operationally 
involved in it. 

Witnesses testified consistently that th<' extreme secrt'CY and se­
curity measures of Operation CHAOS deri,·ed from two considera­
tions: First, l hC' Operation sought to protect the primcy of tlw .\nwri­
can citizens whose names appeared in its filt'S by rcstrictjng acecss to 
those names ns S('\·ct·ely as possible. Second. CHAOS JWrsonnel WN't.' 

concerned that the operntion \Yonld be misunderstood by other~ within 
the CIA if they lcai'IH'd only bits of information conct•rniug it with­
out being briefNl on the entirc project. 

It. is safe to say that the CIA's top lt'nder~hip wislwtl to a\·oitl en'n 
the appenrancc of participation in intcmal security mattt•t-s and were 
cognizant that tlw Operation. at lca::<t in part. wa:-; t·lost• to lll'ing 
a proscribed nctivity and would generate adverse publit• reaction if 
revealed. 

Dcspitt' the sul,stuntial cll'orts to maintain till' SCt'l'l'I'Y of Opt'mtion 
CHAOS~ oYer six hundred persons within the CIA were formally 
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briefed on the Operation. A considerable number of CIA officers had 
to know of the Operation in order to handle its cable traffic abroad. 

Enough information concerning CHAOS was known within the 
CIA so that a middle level management group of 14 officers (organized 
to discuss and develop possible solutions to various CIA problems) 
was in a position to write two memoranda in 1971 raising questions 
as to the propriety of the project. Although only one of the authors 
had been briefed on CHAOS activities, several others in the group 
apparently had enough knowledge of it to concur in the preparation of 

the memoranda. 
Opposition to, or at least skepticism about, the CHAOS activities 

was also expressed by senior officers in the field and at headquarters. 
Some area division chiefs were unwilling to share the authority for 
collection of intelligence from their areas with the Operation and 
were reluctant to turn over the information for exclusive handling 
and processing by the Operation. When CHAOS undertook the place­
ment of agents in the field, some opemtions people resented this in­
trusion by a staff organization into their jurisdiction. 

In addition, some of the negativism toward CHAOS was expressed 
on philosophic grounds. One witness, for example, described the atti­
tude of his division toward the Operation as "total negativeness." 
A May 1971 memorandum confirms that this division wanted "nothing 
to do" with CHAOS. This was principally because the division per­
sonnel thought that the domestic activities of the Operation were 
more properly the function of the FBI. As a result, this division sup­
plied the Operation with only a single lead to a potential agent, and 
its personnel has little to do with the on-going. CHAOS activities. 

Apparently the feelings against Operation CHAOS were strong 
enough that Director Helms' September 6, 1969 memorandum was 
required to support the Operation. That memorandum, sent to nll 
deputy directors in the CIA, assured them that tho Operation was 
within the statutory authority of the Agency, and directed their 

support. 
Director Helms' attitude toward the views of some CIA officers 

toward Operation CHAOS was further summarized in a memorandum 
for the record on December 5, 1972, which stnt<>d: 

CHAOS is n legitimate counterintelligence function of the Agency nnd can· 
not be stopped simply because some members of the organization do not like 

this activity. 

J. \Vinding Down Operation CHAOS 

By 1972, with the ending of the American involvement in the 
Vietnam War and the subsequent lower level of protest activities nt 

I 

l 
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home, the activities of Operation CHAOS began to lag. The com­
munications traffic decreased, and official apprehension about foreign 
influence .also abated. By mid-1972, the Special Operations Group 
began to shift its attention to other foreign intelligence matters. 

At the end of August 1973, 'Villiam E. Colby, the new CIA Di­
rector, in memoranda dealing with various "questionable" activi­
ties by the Agency, ordered all its directorates to take specific ac­
tion to ensure that CIA activities remained within the Agency's leg­
islative authority. In one such memorandum, the Director stated that 
Operation CHAOS was to be "restricted to the collection abroad of 
information on foreign activities related to domestic matters. 
Further, the CIA will focus clearly on the foreign organizations 
and individuals involved and only incidentally on their American 
contacts." 

The Co!by memorandum also specified that the CIA was not to be 
directly engaged in surveillance or other action against an Amer· 
ican abroad and could act only as a communications channel between 
the FBI and foreign services, thus altering the policy in this regard 
set in 1968 and reaffirmed in 1969 by Director Helms. 

By August 1973, when the foregoing Colby memorandum was writ­
ten, the paper trail left by Operation CHAOS included somewhere 
in the area of 13,000 files on subjects and individuals (including ap­
proximately 7,200 personality or "201" files); • oyer 11,000 memo­
rnnda, reports and letters from the FBI; oYer 3,000 disseminations 
to the FBI; and almost 3,500 memoranda for internal use by the 
Operation. In addition, the CHAOS group had generated, or caused 
the generation of, onr 12.000 cables of various types, as well as a 
hnndful of memoranda to high-leYel government officials. 

On top of this veritable mountain of material was a computer sys­
tem containing an index of 0\'er 300,000 names nnd organizations 
which, with few exceptions, were of United States citizens and orga­
nizations apparently unconnected with espionage. 

K. Operation CHAOS Terminated 

On ~farch 15, 1974, the Agc.>ncy t<.>t·minated Operation CHAOS. 
Directions were issu('d to nll CI.-\ fi<'ld stations thnt. ns a matt<'!' of 
future policy, when information was uncovered as n byproduct of a 
fol'l'ign int{'lligl'nce activity indicating that n United States citizen 
abroad was suspect for security or counterintelligence reasons, the in­
fonnntion wns to be reported to the FBI. 

• A CIA statlstl~al naluatloo of tbe ftlew todl~atea that oearl7 8:S perc:eot of tbe01 wne 
opened to handle FBI tnforD1atloo or FBI nqueata. 

t 
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According to the CHAOS tennination cable, no unilateral action 
against the suspect was to be taken by the CIA without the specific 

' direction of the Deputy Director for Operations and only after re­
ceipt of a written request from the FBI and with the knowledge of 
the Director of Central Intelligence. 

The files and computerized index are still intact and are being held 
by the Agency pending completion of the current investigations. Ac­
cording to the group chief who is custodian of the files, many of the 
files have little, if any, value to ongoing intelligence operations. The 
CIA has made an examination of each of the CHAOS personality 
files and has categorized those portions which should be eliminated. 
Final disposition of those files, as noted, awaits the completion of the 
current investigations. 

Conclusions 

Some domestic ·activities of Operation CHAOS unlawfully ex­
ceeded the CIA's statutory authority, even though the declared mis­
sion of gathering intelligence abroad as to foreign influence on domes­
tic dissident activities was proper. 

:Most significantly, the Operation became a repository for large 
quantities of infonnation on the domestic activities of American citi­
zens. This information was derived principally from FBI repotts or 
from overt sources and not from clandestine collection by the CIA. 

·Much of the information was not directly related to the question of 
the existence of foreign connections with domestic dissidence. 

It was probably necessary for the CIA to accumulate an informa­
tion base on domestic dissident activities in order to assess fairly 
whether the actiYities had foreign connections. The FBI would collect 
information but would not evaluate it. But the accumulation of domes­
tic data in the Operation exceeded what was reasonably required to 
make such an assessment and was thus improper. 

The use of agents of the Operation on three occasions to gather 
information within the United States on strictly domestic matters 
was beyond the CIA~s authority. In addition the intelligence dissemi­
nations and those portions of a major study prepared by the Agency 
which dealt with purl'ly domE.'stic matters were improper. 

The isolation of Operation CHAOS within thl' CIA and its inde­
pendence f1·om super\'ision by the regular chain of command within 
the clnndf.'l"tinP Sl.'n·icl' mndl' it possible for thl' ndh·itil's of thl' Opera­
tion to stray over the bounds of the Agency's authority without the 
knowledge of senior officials. The absence of any re~ulnr review of 
these activities prevented timely correction of such missteps as did 
occur. 
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Recommendation (5) 
a. Presidents should refrain from directing the CIA to perform 

what are essentially internal security tasks. 
b. The CIA should resist any efforts, whatever their origin, to 

involve it again in such improper activities. 
c. The Agency should guard against allowing any component 

(like the Special Operations Group) to become so self-contained 
and isolated from top leadership that regular supervision and 
review are lost. 

d. The files of the CHAOS project which have no foreign intel­
ligence value should be destroyed by the Agency at the conclusion 
of the current congressional investigations, or as soon thereafter 
as permitted by law • 

· ;a a < Jil!Wii'P•Jf*t' ·'i 


