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) November 15 1962
TO: U - Mr. George Ball
THRCOUGH: S/S /\l
FROM: S/p - w.u't, Ros tow

SUBJECT: Some Lessorns From Cuba.

As background to your talks in Europe, I believe
you will wish tc read carefully this preliminary caper
on some lessons from the Cuba crisis. I would warn
yoi. however, against paragraph 22 which I believe to
be incorrect and the product of nineceenth century
internationsl law thinking.

It is envisaged that we may develop a version of
this paper for later presentation to the GQuadripartite
Group here and possibly to some group on the occasion
of the December NATO meeting. Nevertheless, it may

serve you well ad interim.
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SOME LESSONS FROM CUBA

In draving lessozs from the Cuban experience one should generalize
with caution. The Cuban case, like all cacas, was unique. Developments
were influenced by a number cf peculiarities not apt to reappear in he
pext crisis. Thus, the problem of controllipg the development of events,
for esxample, was in some respects simpler here than can be expected as a
rule. » 1ot of operationel informstion was quickly at hand to us but not
to the Soviets, the focal military actions Lad few effects ocutside the im-
mediate area which wvas dominated by U. S. pcwer, and escalstion barely
got started. Each feature eided control.

T™wo limits of the observatiocng to follow deserve notice. First,
they cover cnly a portion of the lesscns learned, being concerned
mostly with politicel-military aspects at the national level. Lessons of
importance for policy mekers and bearing cn the integrated use of national
pover are sought here. Meny other lessons of 3 differert sort no doust
are there to be learced. Second, the data on which the materisl telou is
vasad have some gaps. Some of the more clesely held material ma- bear

otiaer leszecne or have {mpact oo these.

1. Soviet Objectives

It seams likely that the Soviet decisicn orters agreed on putting
missile and bomber bases in Cubs vithout agreeing ccmpletely on the
objectives for doing so. The list below facludes some plausible, con-

sistent, objectives:

&. To display to the world, and especially tc cur allles, thst
the US is toc indec sive or too terrified of var tc respond effactively
to mejor Soviev provocation, even vien possessing great local superiority
tacked oy puciear superliority. US acceptacce of Soviet actica in Cuta
would then set the stage for action ot Beriin and would wesken US alliances.

b. To step up suddenly the Soviet abllity in a firs¢ strike to
deliver pucliear wespons agalnst our muclesr strike forces, especially our
cowmand and coatocl systems.

¢. To contrast an expanc ng USSE with & receding US:
(1) vy breeking through the ring of US bases around the USSR.

r {2) by suddenly creating & Lese pesture more nserly
svammetric to that of the US.

Dowvngraded at 12 yr. intervals.
Fet sutomstically declasgified.
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(3) and by seeming to mare up deficiencies i:
continental nuclear capability.

- -
[

d. In the course c¢f making z forward step towzrd Berlin

discover empirically in a less explocive arena <the US determination =2

fight.
e, To deter s UZ invasion of Cuba--or, at leasst, to use this
argument with Castro.

f. As a fall back positicn, iIn

the face of a strong US
t0 enter into a negotiation on Soviet ses in

T
Cuba vs. US bases ab

Finally, it seems unlikely that the Soviets would have undertaken
this Cuban excursion withcut thinking there was enough ¢f a chance of
only a feetle US reaction. Something for us to reflect on 1s what in our
behavior over the past year led them to think the, coculd ge: away wizh
it cr would not be badly hurt vy trying.

2. Henewed Credibility of Soviet Ixrpansion.sm

the last few years, the West has tended to fear Soviet expansicn

less and less. Izn Cuba, the 3oviets made their first long distance lesp
inte "trird areas,” first politically, then in conerete military power.
Moreover, this deployment threaterned the m=2in nuclear Torce of NATO. Now
not only their Premier travels acrcss ocezns tut also their missiles.
They deployed forces to threaven the Avlantic deterrent, e .major military
move to sigral a dramaetic shift 1ir the "relationship of forces” on a
world scale. No longer are the ooviets confining thzir expansionist
activities to political, econamic, and military efforts against orly the
underdeveloped regicns. It siiould now be clearer to cur Eurcpean Allies
that ‘bo Russians were willi.g to make 4 major move wizh significant
militery imwlications against the West.

2. US Muclear Threshold

The US did rct launch nuclesr wespcns, nor come 2lcse to dcoing so.
It déid apply limited, ncu-shooting force; and It was z2¢tively preparing
to launch non-puclear combat operaticns. It was ¢f course prepared %o
face such risks of ascalation by the Sovier Uznion es thesge actiocns zight “ring.
Tre ch*eva, our Alldies; other nations, and we curselves nave seen That nucleer
retaliation by the U3 reguires more seriogus zrovocatizn -lhat the sudisn ap-
;aarazve of a nuclear base 90 miles from cwur s.ores.
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5. How Fzr Y-rC 1ear

Nor were the Soviets tut 27f bty the irmmense US superizrizy in
non-nuclear strength usable lccally. At the cutset, “he Soviets clearly
tacked conviction that the US wos determined tc use force on this i{ssue.
Once we decided to use for ce, hcwever, we faced the Soviets with an

impossitle military probtlem locally. Moreover, they could not be certain

how far a local conflict would escalate, and they know it to be generally
true that any direct US-USSR conflict would be carried out agasinst the
background cf & possible nuclear war. Demonstrated US willingness to
begin non-nuclear comtat actiosn against a nuclear-armed opponent surely
made evident to the Soviets that the US was wllling to teke risks of

nuclear consequences.

£. Soviet Advance ani Withdrawel

The Soviets under=ock a l;m:ted«)bjec:ive, limited-mesns operaticn.
Bv deploying nuclear strike Iirces, tiey uced told means to widen the

struggle with the US, tut the” Tooxk care not to let widespread shoo::tg
start (they did shcct down @ U-2). In making the confrentation military
and injecting the nuclesr elemernt, they evidertly did not credit an
irmediate US rnucleer reply. When orposed with the cerzainty that we would
use rnon-nuclear force they “acked ¢ff, probatly because (a) irn non-nuclear
zcmbat i; :ne ares < Cuta, defezt was certain; (t) there was a high risk
i n ar £ ¢cont

lict were exzended to areas whers
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re responses to signels
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It ic possible that some Scviet acti
that we ¢id not intend T
J-“ over Russiz, and and

a
n izo by a8 Soviet shin
aptein of night phsTography Wi

an attack on him.
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Cri the otner hand, cne sigral that wag intended <o be heerd loud an
clear was sert by ths Presilent on Septexter Lth and repeated on
September 13th: the warning that we wouldn't tolerate bombardment
venicles in Tuba. Tiis signal was zet initially Ty an elsborsze attempe
at decertion prcbably accozmpanied Ty 2 belief that faced with a fais
acconpli we would back down.

Orn withérawel, the timing cf their
best <lue. It d46 not come on the heel
its mention ¢ full retalizTory respon
t..e immediate SAC zlerv which Tollowed. It c Wi
chooting coerc.on nad zlrezdy been appllsd, and v.en it must have seemed
unmistakable that <ne US was on the point of using shooting force to enfo
the quarantine and protably either to destroy Soviet systems ln Cube or o
invade the island., It is probavle that the most izpressiv: thing was
confirmation through their intelligencs channels <.at we had teken gll the
rassures consiitent with serious military acticn.

Tre Sovists
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7. Our Viewsof Soviet Advance and Fetreat

The crisis highlighted some contracting American views of likely
Russian calculations. On one view of the Kremlin, when the Russians
advance and then withdrar, one faction in the Kremlin precsed the advance
and another led the retreat. An alternative interpretation regards
decisions on advance. and retreat in the evert the advance is unsuccess-
ful, as mrtually consistent policy. There is undoubtedly disagreement
in the Kremlin, but it is not™necessary to assume that Karushchev is

"

in either an "advance' faction or a '"retreat” faction.

Divergent views on how the Soviets celculate in withdrawal, par-
ticularly, led to contrasting US policy recommerdstions as to concessicnh,
standstill, or pursuit of the Russians in retreet.

According to the first view of the Kremlin in retreat, as the
magnitude of the withdrawal increases, so does the psychological cost of
the act--until the readiness to retreat gives ocut. Hence we mst be
careful not to ask for too much, or we must soften deprivations with
indulgences (for example, the "pledge" nct to invade, commendations of
the other side, Lippmann's proposal to trade Turkish bases) if we want to

have the opponent retreat at all.

In the other conceptica Soviet leaders view it as impermissible
to concede an io:ta more than the situaticn "forces” them to d., it is
also cobligatory to engage in whatever d eg"ee of ~-,“drawal is required
to prevent even w.~se damage or annihilztion. The graver the penglty we
impose on them for not withdraw.ng, and the more certain we meke it
appesr the pernalty will actually oce appiied, the —ore probable becomes
their compliance and in fact the eazsler we make it for them teo witl.draw.

Clearly, e wide variance in policy recorczendations resulted.

8. Nuclear Risks

While Khrushchev could know that he was not going to use nuclear
weapons and thet he would lose in Cuba, the US Goverrment was obliged t
take into account otaer possible outcomes. The p~‘sibili+y of nuclear
war drew therefor« a share cf attention proportic e perhaps to its
gravity but greater than was warranted by its likel cod g*veq f“
assumption that Soiet policy conforms to Soviet in
stretzgy. Concer: with remote nucleear pessibilitie
consideration of ome nighl, improvident courses of
counseled hesitaticn »n pursuing cur interest on irmed:
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?  Certainly cur .ubliz statements exaggersted the risks of nucleer
war. We could get our way without Initiating the use of nucle
weapsns. This burden was entirely on Khruschev, And for him
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decisicn would be suicidal. Our public stance should have de-emphasized
the nuclesr risks to the extemt possible (even if we weren't entirely sure).

10. The Role of Intelligence

We had timely, reliable intelligences date, and 4t helped irmensely.
So*_{iet performance was rrobably hampered by & paucity and slowness of
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inteliigence. And thank ior surveillence, we had

S
a solid factuel basis for evaluati e .. 3otk in laying the
intelligence base and in getting the new facts swiftly, air reconnaissance
was a priceless asset. US conduct of future crises elsewhere wculd be
substantially helped if a similarly solid base cf intelligence data
were created before that geograpnical area attracted intense interest.

<o cur continuing
b be!
T

1l. Reconnaissance =nd Stability

In the last few year:z, it has been common for peacetime surveillarnce
to be called provocative. The Cuban experience hss sbruptly changed
the world's immge of outside surveillance. Reconnaissance and inspection
ere widely viewed today as major tools toward preventing —“icience. Our
reconnaissance eided contrcl and stability. For a time the US shcould be
able to corduct, and urge others tTo comduct, fuller reconreissance cf
more areas. Aeriel reconnaissance of China, for exasmple, is less likely
to meet with widesvpread cpposition 1f the matter were to become public;
the cormnn geod couwld be more plausibly argued than before Cuta.,

2. Control

Control over the Cuban operation was affected by many uniqus
features. Developing swiftly, and initially in deep secrecy, with US
forces vastly overmatching those of the Soviet, the Cuban problem
permitted continuous, intense; central control. GEefore military uoves
kad much more than begun, Washington and Moscow wers exchanging notes.
The military actions provided time for communic-ticrs, had delimited
scope and well-defined terminal points, and the metrncd of exchsnging
rnotes provided time for thought and evaluation. This suggests that the
purple telephone, Tetween President and Premier, might not be an wmixed

tlessing.) All this made the ccnirel protvlem simpler, as did the exception-

ik o
ally good intelligence and operaticonal informetics: available. But it
sti1ll was not easy, even with centralized comtrel, “or fecisicns to be
made and translated into action at the pace required %c keep the US in
centrol of the situaticn.
In most military operations c¢f a large scale, it will ordinmerily te
necessary and more sfficient to decentralize control ¢.er executicon %o
a greater extent than in Cuba. EZepecially will this be true where cverseas

thi

operations are iavolved. Z2ut the Cuban operatioz p
culties that delegation wouald bring. Even where th
ané military aspects is thoroughly evprecisted,not
end military iaformaticn can be quickly accessible in the field. =
crkable packages of dalegated contrcl have been arranged, ecciden:
seeshle evernts may irnterrupt the process. It is often useful to de
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operations so that control can be transferred, new instructions issued,
and communications with opponents oceur. 1In all such operations there
is the problem of clarity about what matters will be dealt with at what
levels. Cuba shows hov helpful it would be to have in advance a common
understanding on whether, for example, the executive agent concept will
be used for commend of military forczs, and, if 50, wvhat matters will

be decided above, at, and helow the executive agent. Delegation 18 also
less easy to manage where Allles are intimately involved, and especially
their military forces. The desirability of Allied agreement that the

S President must in serious criges act as Commander-in-Chief for the
Allignce ag a whole has vecome still more evide.t.

13. Allied Reactious

The RATC Allies were remarkabdly villing for the US to msnsge the
Cuban operations, with Tewer complaints about our putticg them into
Jecpardy than seemed likely before the event. This was true despite
rather than becguse of ocur copsultation which was little aud late., The
relatively favorabtle NATOU reactions stermed mostly from the attitude
that this was an Americarn show, despite the fact that their interests
vere very much at stake and that they mignt have become directliy
involved at eny time. Fortunately, the US hsd become, through continuing
contacts and discuseions in NATO, reasonably well equipped to Judge the
- ~ceptability to its Allies of various courses of action. This wese
essential; for we needed one, and only one, kand .n the velve to &pply
izcressing pressures with the least risk of unwanted escalaticn.

The lLatin American attitude was determined by shock at the Soviet
move, fear of what might follow, the deflatisn of Castre's pretensions,
and respect for the vigorous accion by the US. This attitude 4s
unlikely to persist in full strength, but perhaps i+ will lact long
eDcugh o help bring about change iz Quba. Moreover, there is no reascn
to belizve that a high degree of unity cannot be gemerated in similar
situatioas in the future.

1%, Politico-Military Inseparability

The military and th. political aspecis of every actica of both
sides were closely interwoven: at the outset, cur nssessment of Scviet
objectives, our reconnaissance activitlies, expected Soviex reactions,
end timing of our moves. As the pclitical situastion develcped through
CAS action, initial UN discussicus, and first Soviet react_.ns, it was
considered poiltically desirable o make devailed changes in such ailitary
matters @8 rules of eugagement, instructions for conduct of the seerch,
and even tie selsction ©f +hich apprcaching vessels ts handie first. The
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planning uf possiblc strikes or assaults vas subject €0 many specifl

political restrictions, owing to expected effects on the Cuban people,
the Castro government, the OAS, NATO govermments and populations, and

US public opinion.

Thus, at no stage in the operation as executed or foreseen did the
problem ever seem wholly p&litical or vhelly military. Advisors and
decision-makers at the seat of goverament, whether diplcmacts, milftary
men, Or political ficlals, st every stage found it essentisl to take
i{nto aceount factors vwhich might ordinarily seem beyond their individual
spheres of cognizance. It was not possible to predict at what point
a political detail would require change in mipor sdlitary deteils normally
left to be decided in the field; sistlarly, military detail at unexpected
times necesgarily altered political decisions and actions, large and
emall. In the basic policy decisions &t high levels, there wvas coxplete
interdependence of military and political factors. The salection of the
cbjective was s combined problem. Oniy out of the interplay of military
capavilities and limitations with the political elements of the setting
could ~ourses of action be set up and choices made.

15. Alllance Indivisitility

The defense of the Alliance 1s not geographically 4ivisible.
Although the Caribdbean 1s outside the HATC aresa, Soviet acticn there
affected the US not only a8 nomeland but also as Alliance arsenal. The
US wes acutely aware that Alilance nuclear strength was threatened and
that Berlin repercussions mignt follow US astions over Cuba. The Scoviet
attespt to coznect their tases in Cuba with NATO bages in Turkey under-

lined %ae fact of indivisibility.

Inspection and tne Unfited Hations

-«
L e

The crisis has prompted the sportanecus emergence of ad hoc arms
control proporils from many scurces. Both intermel and exterpai pressures
bave dzveloped Ior their hasty implementation unsupported bty prior
analysis and planning. These pressures contrast strikingly with the
lack of preparatioms Yor rapidly implementing even temporsry inspection
arrangements with competent neutral observer:z end sdequate madern egqulp-
ment. Oze of the lessons of the crisis is that many propotals for
internationel ilnspection considered abstractly are, in the event,
woefully inadequate to meet our peeds for iaformation 1n a cerisis. Ome
again the United Nations has been proved noct & reliable or quickly
respongive device to verify Soviet performance of an agreement. Even
when we push an exceptionally strong case with “asistent force, the
‘results ere inadequate. The neutral povers are eager to avoid enmity

o
-
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and damaging responses froum great pIwerc. The (I Secretarizt is ast ‘n
a position to 2act 2gainst member nations withsut their consent zni iw any
case lacks the techrnical capacity to Incpect. Perihaps the lattsr defect

can be corrected.

17. Secrecy in Planning

It has been shown possi®le to conduct cver & period of st lesst a
week an intensive analytic end p.anning activity at a high level without
having its nature revealed in the press. Furtnermcre, judging from the
apparent confusion produced in Moscow by the President's speech of 22 Oct-
cber, it would appear that Soviet intelligence was surprised. In the
climactic stages cf the planning, mawy reovrle and marny wvidely serarated
locaticns were involved, y=t security still remained very tight. The
effect of this was to deny to the Soviets much opportunity for political
pre-emption, by annocuncing cormitments or conditions prior o the
President's speec. Such &ctions by the Soviets, putting us in th
position of reacting rather then initiating, could have restricted US
freedam of actlion and substantially changed the effect producsd on
Allied governments and public opirnion. Several conditions offered
uniqgue opportunity for avoiding press attention over the first five
or six days. Thet the probiem itself was unknown to the public was
foremost. The special s¥stem for handling key intelligence information
helped greetly. Perhaps third was the fact that the problem quickly
became an operat.onzil one involving the risk of Azerican casualties;
recple were therefore much more conscious of security than rnormaily.

It would be imprudent t~ concluds Irca the Cuban experience, fortified
&8s our security war Uy luck, that this degree cf secrecy is routirely
attainable. It shoulid be noted that securiiy deterioreted rapidly
when the problem passed into the stages of finally closing the desl;
nare the press was lsss rastrained.

However, secrecy was acheved at & cost in efectiveness. Severe
restricticons were aprlied tc the dissemination and availability of
sensitive information. The result was sauae reducIion in coordination,
in governmental capacity for enalysis of svents and zrends, and iz tke
sossivpilities of intelligent initiatives.

o 5 < = S Tewe
18. The Importance <7 Com—muricatisns and Information

It is important thet information of importanze <o natisnsl decision
move with great speed to the locaticns where these decisicns arc zade.
Far: ot the protlem Is mechanical. Zffective execution of much politicel
plannir~ on Cuba was hampered by imperfections {n the communicetions
system. Major improvements in communication, especially for the State
Department, are clearly called for. 2ut there _. also need for discriz
iraticn. Sending too much information to the top slows not speeds the

Cie meda

-



SESRETT [ -o611-0658

procesa. And operating levels need to know what policy levels are
concerned about. This need conflicts with the need for secrecy.

While it is not a cardipai necessity that all advisors whom the
President consults have the same information, it is highly undesirable
that their edvice diverge merely because some lack certain key facts.
Whether this actually ever cccurred in the Cuban operation is not so
significan®t as the fact that it was certainly possible. The handliprg of
factual data in Weshington is susceptible of much improvement, particularly
at the boundary wvhere diplomatic and military data int.rsect. Improvemerts
bere could prevent future troubles, pozsibly sericus ones.

19. Prior Avalysis of Contingencies

Each of the high-level decisions during the Cuban speration involved
& choice among alternatives, but more searching contingency planniag
beforehand would have permitted more inforzed, thorough comparison.
Acticns to cause removal of offensive weapons Irom Cuba have effacts
upon the tenure of Castro, the orientetion of the Tuban people, and the
general question of how far we can go toward aiding resistance in
Communist satellites, for exsmple, as well as upon more édirect and
crucial issues of US-Soviet power confrontation. These and other relation-
snips were noted during the recent decision-rmoking processes, but in the
heet cf immediate problems thay were often treated anvicusly not
aaalytically, witho't benefit of as balanced and searching ar exam‘nation
as prior plapzming would permit.

Q. Oversess Bases

Judging bty the repercussions ip the Commmunist world. the Soviet
setback in Cuba wms more than & local one. And not becauss of tre
impertance of the bamge in Cuba. Retreat fin Cuba suggests retreat closer
to bome. Tke lesson for us should bde clear. No matter how valuelesz an
overseaz base, the time to give it up 1= before or wvell after & crisig--
not during it--’'f we weat to have allies believing that associati~r with
us is to their interest. Vith few exceptions, howerzr, riddin,. surselves
of has 's should not be & consuming concernm; as we incresse the empnesis
cr .on-nuclear forces to meet the more likely ccnzingencies abroad,
cverseas baszs will hecome more, not lesz,. importent.

21, Power at Sea

The ease with wvhich the US was able €0 apply its will con the high
‘seas, little hampered by prospects of lccal enemy action, shows vividly
how immepse 15 our superiority at sea. Wnlle th’s is especially so in
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the Caribbean where cur naval pover is supplemented by shore-vased &
power, everywhere, except in waters subject to Soviet-based egir cert
our naval superiority is very prcncunced indeed. Cuba Inparticular
is a hostage to the US Navy. US manipulaticn of a few amcng the great
many available non-nuclear naval moves, in concert with & carefully
managed program of political moves, fcrced the Soviets into a resctive
position. Qur power at ses, visibly capsble of destroyirg enemy ses
forces but used instead to apply pclitical-military pressures, per-
mitted us o retain the initistive arnd to succeed.

1

ir
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22. The Mcral Element

The US broke the strict bounds cf legality in invcking the quarantine,
but the nation reccgnized quickly that its govermment was acting with
grest restraint to defend an impcertant national interest. This ircreased
the strength of public support. More importantly, the action is not
likely to leave tad after-effects when there is time for reflection and
discuszion about its morality. A similar recognition abrcad similarly
expanded the bese of the whele-hearted suppcrt which Allied goverrments

gave.



