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ABSTRACT

The CIA designed and implemented the Phoenix program during the Vietnam
War in order to coordinate the attack on the political and military leadership of the Viet
Cong. The program was actudly asmal part of the whole pacification effort designed to
eliminate support for the Viet Cong among the rurd population in South Vietnam. The
Phoenix program employed very few Americans or Vietnamese on afull-time bass. It
condsted mostly of committees a every palitica leve, from the hamlet to the nationa
level, representing al South Vietnamese agencies, departments, and military
organizations. The program, which lasted from 1967 to 1973, was part of the overal
pacification effort, under CORDS, designed to win the rurd countryside away from the
Viet Cong guerillas. Initidly, Phoenix plannersintended to include the South
Vietnamese as participants, with the idea of eventudly giving them full control. Despite
such intentions, the program remained American.

The predecessors to the Phoenix program included, PT-4 and ICEX, both CIA
programs designed to coordinate and plan attacks on the VCI. Whereas the earlier
programs had been unabashedly American operations, the Phoenix program actudly
attempted to involve the South Viethamese in the planning and operations.

Throughout the Phoenix program's existence, the GVN displayed little interest or
desire to control the program, and, in fact, American advisors to the program often
complained about the lack of South Vietnamese support. While under American
management, the Phoenix program acquired an unsavory reputation for assassination and
ineffectiveness. It was a reputation that came in part from the secrecy that surrounded the
program, especidly in the United States, and in part from the ClA-sponsored Provincia
Reconnaissance Units that often worked for the program. The PRUs were paramilitary
groups of ex-Viet Cong, convicts, mercenaries, and draft dodgers trained and led by

Americans, often Green Berets, and generally accepted to be among the best Vietnamese
v



soldiersfighting for the GVN. They dso had atough reputation for torturing and
murdering captives.

Now, twenty years after the event, the CIA has yet to authorize the rel ease of
many Phoenix documents, making a comprehensive history of the program at this point
intimeimpossble. One particular section of the program of which thereis very little
information isthat of operationsto infiltrate the VCI, though indications are that it may
have been one of the mogt effective segments. The CIA rdinquished control of the
program to MACV in 1968, but despite many humanitarian and procedura improvements
indtituted in 1968-69, the program'’s sordid reputation remained. Available documents,
maostly MACYV files, reved nothing in the way of assassnation plots. Only afew
eyewitnesses have come forward since the end of the war.

The Phoenix program suffered from bad press, alack of GVN support, and an
American unwillingness to take the time or effort to train properly their Vietnamese
counterparts. Supporters and detractors alike complained of the program's
ineffectiveness. The primary indicators that the program was actudly quite effective
come from the much maigned satistics of the Southeast Asa Andysis Reports, and the

Phoenix programstargets. the Viet Cong infragtructure themsdves.
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CHAPTER |
SETTING THE STAGE

On 8 March 1965, the United States committed the first regular American ground
troopsto Vietham. Two battaions of the U.S. Marine Corps and their equipment landed
near Danang on the northern coast of South Vietnam. American troops remained in
Vietnam for most of the next decade. Y et the Marines were not the first Americansto
fight in Vietnam; Specid Forces troops and military pilots had aready been involved for
severd years. The sgnificance of the Marines commitment in 1965 was that it marked
the commencement of atragic policy that turned out to be difficult, if not dmost
impossible, to reverse in the yearsto come. An oft-repesated adage said that "America
had never lost awar,” and no president wanted to losethisone. Ultimatdy, winning this
war was not as easy as many contemporary observers and even some later critics would

make it seem.

Background
Twentieth- century American involvement in Vietnam originated during the

Second World War, when the predecessor to the Centrd Intelligence Agency (CIA), the
Office of Specid Services (OSS), first engaged in rescuing downed American pilots and
sabotaging the Japanese military occupying the country. The OSS found that a
Vietnamese nationdist movement known as the Vietminh conssted of individuas eager
to help the Americans, possibly in hopes of earning American assstanceto gain
Vietnamese independence from the French after the war. The Vietminh and their leader,
Ho Chi Minh, impressed OSS personndl. Ho seemed genuindy interested in emulating
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many American political values. The Declaration Of Independence that Ho issued on 2
September 1945 borrowed heavily from the American declaration of 1776, even
beginning with the words, "[w]e hold truths that al men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Crestor with certain undienable Rights, among these are Life, Liberty
and the purstit of Happiness."1

Although Ho was a Communist, communism was not such a pgorative term
during the Vietnamese war againg fasciam. The nationdist dlaims of the Communigts
held some sway with world leaders, including the President of the U.S.. While Presdent
Franklin D. Roosevet expressed interest in granting Vietnam some form of independence
initidly under a United Nations trusteeship, the French, strongly supported by the British,
desred the return of their colonies, including Vietnam, after the war. Unfortunately,
when Roosevelt died, so did most American objections to the French reoccupying their
colony.2

Ho's main power base was in the northern part of the country. It wasin Hanoi
that Ho firgt read his declaration of independence. After some unsuccessful negotiations,
the French clearly decided to put down the independence movement militarily, and
moved in force againg the Vietminh. When the French shelled the port city of Haiphong
on 22 November 1946, killing some 6,000 Vietnamese, open conflict erupted between the
nationdists and their colonia overlord, France,

In astroke of brilliance, Ho chose a history teacher to command the Vietminh

forces Vo Nguyen Gigp. Genera Gigp comprehended clearly the nature of the war, and

Linformation Service, Viet-Nam Delegation in France, The Democratic Republic
of Viet-Nam (Paris. Imprimarie Centrale Commercia, 1948), 3-5, in Gareth Porter, ed.,
Viegnam: A Higory in Documents (New York: Meridian, 1981), 28.

2Nl Shechan, A Bright Shining Lie John Paul Vann and Americain Vieinam
(New York: Random House, 1988), 145-51.




3
understood each side's strengths and weaknesses better than the French. He remained the
commander of the Vietminh, and later the North Vietnamese Army, throughout the next
thirty years. Although many American and other foreign tacticians questioned Gigp's
tactics, his srategies ultimately led to the defeat of France and compelled the withdrawal
of the U.S..

The French soon became embroiled in dl-out warfare with the Vietminh and
other nationdist groups. While the French may have been fighting the Vietminh for the
purely sdfish interest of keeping their colony, the American government funded most of
France's gppropriations for the war. It was on the grounds that the war was an "anti-
Communigt” effort and not one of colonial domination that made such funding acceptable
to Americans3

The pivota bettle of Dienbienphu, in 1954, convinced the French that their
Indochina colony was not worth the trouble or cost it was causing. Dienbienphu was a
remote mountain village near the border with Laos. The French hoped to lure Vietminh
forcesto this base, where they hoped to defeat them with superior firepower and
technology in a conventiona-tyle battle. The base was so remote and in such difficult
terrain that the French doubted that the Vietminh would be able to transport any of ther
Chinese and Soviet supplied atillery to the site. The French supplied the base entirely by
arcraft. Surprisngly, the Vietminh did trangport their heavy artillery to the battle and
quickly closed the French airdtrip, cutting the French supply-line. Although French
arcraft continued to supply the garrison by parachute, it came too late to dter the battle's
outcome. The fate of Dienbienphu was seded; it was only a matter of time until the

Vietminh won.4

3George C. Herring, America's Longest War:_The United States and Vietnam
1950-1975 (New York: Alfred A. Kopf, 1979), 12.

Abid., 30.



4
Once the French redlized that Dienbienphu would fdl, they looked in desperation
to the U.S. for hdp. The U.S. was rdluctant to involve itsdlf significantly in the
conflagration without the support of the British, the Audtrdians, and other dlies. In
addition, the U.S. wanted France to dlow greater American influencein Vietnam, and to
arrange independence for the country, something French pride would not alow.2
Although the U.S. transferred more vintage Second World War aircraft to the French
forces, hopesfor direct American intervention were dashed.  France eventually took this
problem to the internationa conference table, fully understanding the unlikelinood thet
Vietnam would remain a colony. On the day before the conference began, Dienbienphu

fel to the Vigminh.6

1954 Geneva Conference

The 1954 Geneva Conference called for the temporary divison of Vietnam at the
17th pardld. Ho Chi Minh had wanted far more, and the defeat of the French had left
him with avery strong hand indeed, but the Soviets and Chinese feared that further direct
American intervention might lead to a strong American military presence on the Asan
mainland.” The Vietminh's alies pressured them into accepting a "temporary” division.
The conference cdled for the unification through eections in two years, but Vietnam was
not reunited for more than twenty years.

With the divison of Vietnam by the Geneva Conference, the Vietminh gained
control of the northern haf of the country (now caled the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam). The French backed government headed by Bao Dai, an obvious French

Slbid., 35-36.

6Guenter Lewy, Americaln Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press,
1978), 7.

Ibid.



5
puppet, controlled the southern region. The conference cdled for only atemporary
divison, to be followed by dections which would decide once and for al which peoplée's
government would control the reunited country. Ho Chi Minh and the Vietminh redlized
that they were the only Vietnamese nationdist group which had shown themsalves to be
powerful enough to beet the French. Their control of the northern half of the country
proved that, and in an eection it reduced the rea option to a choice between the
nationdist Vietminh or the French-backed Bao Da government. Strong anti- French
feding among the populace made it probable that e ections such as those cdled for by the

Geneva Conference would result in decisive victory for the Vietminh.8

Ngo Dinh Diem

The Americans recognized the danger of a Communist victory in the proposed
elections. Taking up where the French left off, the U.S. set out to create aviable,
independent South Vietnam. More interested in saving the world, more specificdly the
U.S,, from Communist domination than in maintaining a colony, the Americans set forth
to "sraighten out” the chaos that was South Vietnam. Reecting the unpopular French
puppet Bao Dal, they found a stronger and fervently anti-Communist (as well as anti-
French) leader in Ngo Dinh Diem, the premier under the unpopular Bao Dal.

At first, Diem proved to be a sirong and effective leader. With overt and covert
American support, Diem took power in South Vietnam. Then, with the help of the
origind "quiet American," hero of the Philippines, Edward Lansdde, Diem survived
severd coup attempts and eiminated or absorbed many of the various quas-military
factions and private armies then prevalent in South Vietnam.9 Diem aso thwarted the

8Herring, 46.

9Edward G. Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars, An American's Mission to Southeast
Asa (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), 224-313. Graham Greene's novel about a
young idedigtic American in Vietnam in the 1950s, The Quiet American, was based on
5




6
elections cdled for by the Geneva Conference. This action had the full support of the
Americanswho giill feared a generd dection most likely to be won by Ho and the
Vieminh.10 The U.S. feared the outcome of such an election not necessarily because of
Ho's popularity, but rather because the relatively more populous north, being Communig,
would be forced to vote with one voice. Simply by being anti- Communigt, Diem
obtained millions of dollarsin American aid, aswell as palitical support. Sensng
success with Diem, American involvement degpened.

When Vietnam was split into North Vietnam and South Vietnam, the north
ordered severd thousand of its South Vietnamese supporters to remain there rather than
be withdrawn to the north, as prescribed in the Geneva agreements. It was a contingency
move that paid the Communigts dividendsin the long run. Under Diem, these
Communigsin South Vietnam initidly tried to keep alow profile; North Vietnam,
having enough problems of its own, was unable to lend much support or direction to its
cadresin the south. Diem ruthlesdy attacked and hounded both red and imagined
Communist cadres. Diem's violent anti- Communism dienated many non-Communists as
well, and when in 1959 North Vietnam cdled for arenewd of the armed struggle in the
south, recruiting cadre for the struggle againgt Diem was not difficult. The core of what
became the Nationd Liberation Front (NLF), or Viet Cong, in 1960 consisted of the
cadres left behind by the Viet Minh after the division of the country. 11

American commitment included the retraining and expansion of the South

Vietnamese army. Fearing an overt attack by North Vietnamese,"ala Korea, American

Edward Lansdde. Lansdde was aso wdl-known for hiswork in the Philippines
defeeting the Communist insurrection there.

10Lewy, 9-10.

11Herring, 45-46.
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advisorstrained Vietnamese troops in the tactics and style of conventiond military units.
Under Diem, the only unconventiona warfare units useful in attacking the guerilla
infrastructure may have been Diem's brother Nhu's persona secret police. The
Vietnamese Bureau of Investigation hounded Diem's opponents, Communist or
otherwise. It did have success against the Communists, but this appears to have been
mainly limited to the cities. The regular Vietnamese army, however, was neither trained
nor equipped to fight a counterinsurgency war.12

The French had lost Vietnam not to guerillas or partisans, but to regular forcesin
conventiond battle. This point was not lost on the Americans when they later became
embroiled in Vietnam's troubles. They focused their efforts on regular troops, not on the
guerillaleadership and infragtructure. Oneresult of the conventiond military training
given to the South Vietnamese Army was that once a serious guerillawar began,
counterinsurgency actions focused on the leaves, or lower echelons, rather then the roots,
or leedership, of theinsurgency. South Vietnamese troops sought out the low level Viet
Cong soldiers and workers, leaving the Viet Cong leadership largely undisturbed.
Consequently, the organization could aways recruit more soldiers and workers to make
up their losses, while trained and experienced leaders were difficult to replace. During
the early 1960sthe leve of guerillawarfare in Vietnam increased, and the conventionaly
trained South Vietnamese troops proved incagpable of coping with it. Gradudly,
increasing numbers of American advisors and equipment were necessary to stave off
imminent disader.

By 1962, the Viet Cong movement had grown to some 300,000 members. 13

Despite American help, South Vietnamese efforts againg the Viet Cong werefailing. In

121pid., 59.

13)pid., 88.



8
military operations Viet Cong guerillas continued to hold the initiative. The Strategic
Hamlet plan initiated by the Americans and carried out by the South Vietnamese rdlied
on the use of fortified villages, requiring a massive relocation of people, and resulted in
congderable resentment towards the central government. Theindiscreet use of artillery
and air strikes also dienated much of the population and pushed many peasants into the
ams of the Viet Cong. The South Vietnamese Government's failure to implement land
reform, long sought by the rurd Vietnamese population, aso made Viet Cong callsfor
land redidiribution dl the more tantalizing. In short, the Diem regime's inattentiveness to
its condtituency was actudly helping the Viet Cong recruit more soldiers. South Vietnam

was losing its war, and only the entrance of the Americans reversed the trend. 14

The American Influence

Asthe Americans entered the war, they introduced their own kind of optimism
and business-like efficiency. At firgt the attitude was, "how do we help the Vietnamese
help themselves?' Understandably, the Americans faced severe cultura differences,
many of which dragtically dtered their origina idess. The Americans advice and
drategy met with corruption and indifference as the Vietnamese perceived another
potential colonizer forcibly trying to reshgpe Vietnam in its own image.

One of thefirg American idedligsin Vietnam was John Paul Vann. Asayoung
lieutenant colond in 1963, he expressed frudtration at the egoism and obgtinacy of the
Vietnamese he attempted to advice, and the culturd differences made it difficult for the
Vietnamese to accept hisadvice. He planned one operation that utilized American
helicopter mohility (a new concept at the time) to surround an dusive Viet Cong unit

with superior forces. Instead of a sure victory near the hamlet of Ap Bac, Vann found the

14Frances FitzGerdd, Firein the Lake: The Vietnamese and the Americansin
Viegtnam (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), 167-68.

8



9
Vietramese commanders, fearing high casudties, rluctant to commit their forces when
they were needed. Casuaties meant aloss of face and power to Vietnamese officers.
Artillery came at the wrong times, and |leaders refused to lead their troops in the right
directions, probably because of inefficiency, inexperience, and indifference. The battle
of Ap Bac was awel-known fiasco for the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN)
and its American advisors. The Viet Cong escaped, leaving behind more than 80 dead
ARVN and numerous wounded. The ARVN had everything on their side, helicopters,
artillery, numbers, but what should have been an easy victory disntegrated into a
devastating defeat. 15

Many Americans found the cultura differences too frusirating to overcome,
choosing instead to bypass the Viethamese and do as much as possible themselves. An
example of this was Gen. William Westmoreland's Srategy of using American troops for
most offengve fighting, while having the ARVN forces hold and police whatever the
Americans captured. Undoubtedly, the American troops were more effective and less
destructive than the ARV N, but the strategy tended to remove the Vietnamese from their
own war, and their morale suffered for it.16 What should have been first and foremost a
Vietnamese war turned into adisplay of American military prowess.

It was the business-like attitude brought by the Americans that gave the war its
unique characterigtics. It wastypicaly American to form order out of chaos, graphs and
charts out of people and tragedy, and profit out of loss. It may have been businessman
turned- Secretary of Defense Robert McNamarawho put the corporate stamp on the
Vietnam War. The introduction of terms like "body count, pacified villages, freefire
zones" and "kill ratios’ made the war into a functioning multinationa corporation rather

15Gheehan, 201-65.

16Herring, 155.



10
then a"blood-and-guts- Second World War" stylewar. 1t was asif American leaders
were congtantly asking themselves, "how can we apply our business skillsto best
advantage inthiswar?' Army and Department of Defense bureaucrats worked to graph
and chart the effects of the war, to reduce the massive military effort to numbers and
ratios. It was asif the war had been enveloped by thousands of efficiency experts.

In some ways this " corporatization” worked well. American wounded received
the best medica treatment that any military had ever received. Most combat infantrymen
could count on regular mail, hot medl's on holidays, and atour of duty of no more than
one year, rather than for the "duration” asin other wars. Supply shortages were rare; the
American logigtics effort in the war was second to none. The military constantly adopted
new technology and upgraded older technology. Radio sensors, radar bombing,
helicopters, chemica defoliants, computers, "smart” bombs, and starlight scopes were dll
used extengvdy inthewar. Unfortunately, much of this technology and efficiency
ignored the Vietnamese as the primary purpose of the war.

Vietnam in the Sixties was dill an underdeveloped nation. To this day the vast
mgority of the people dill livein rurd farming villages. Radar-guided bombs and
chemica defoliants were fine wegpons, but when used in the densdly populated farmland
areas againg guerillatargetsin villages, they often did at least as much damage to the
people asto the target. John Paul Vann said in 1962, "Thisis a politica war, and it cals
for the utmost discrimination in killing. The best weapon for killing isaknife. The next
best isarifle. Thewors isan arplane and after that the worst is artillery. Y ou haveto
know who you arekilling."17 The Americans created some of the most powerful,
efficient, and discreet wegpons of destruction, yet they found there was never awegpon

that was selective enough for aguerillawar.

17Quoted in William Prochnau, 16 years of Solitude," Washington Post
Magazine (9 October 1988): 29.

10
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Under President John F. Kennedy, the U.S. continued to increase its involvement
in Vietnam. Kennedy had been eected on a strong anti- Communist platform, and the
Bay of Pigsfalurein Cubahad madeit al the more urgent that he not |ose another
confrontation to Communism. Kennedy's predecessor, President Dwight D. Eisenhower,
did not have the proper toals, in the form of specialy trained counterinsurgency troops,
that Kennedy had available. Eisenhower's administration had concentrated on increasing
nuclear forces, while Kennedy's adminigtration redesigned the American armed forcesin
order to confront Communism on any leve, in aflexible response, from a guerilla
insurgency to afull-scale nuclear war.

Under Kennedy, the Army created the Green Berets, a unit specialy designed for
counterinsurgency warfare. These were the first American forces sent to Vietnam. The
Green Berets specidized in training and operating with indigenous troops, and
throughout the war they proved to be extremely effective. However, the Viet Cong's
numbers continued to grow, despite the efforts of the small number of Green Berets, and
the Southeast Asian war continued to escalate. In order to supplement the Green Berets,
gradudly increesing numbers of regular army troops trained as advisors. By the mid-
gxties, most advisors were regular army.

The officid American attitude changed from one of helping the Vietnamese to
help themsdlves into one of Smply getting the job done without involving the
Vietnamese. Inthefind andyds, the Americans were efficiently doing the job that
needed to be done, but doing it despite the South Vietnamese. When the Americans
finaly redized tha the effort would take longer and require more casudties than
expected, the job had to be returned to the South Vietnamese. Domestic American
discontent pressured for an end to U.S. participation in thewar. South Vietnam's security

gtuation was little better off when the Americans | eft than when they arrived. The

11
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ARV N was better equipped and somewhat better trained, but morale remained low and

undue reliance on U.S. forces led to confusion and panic when they |eft.

Diem's Fal and Thieu's Rise

Diem's repressive actions againg his political enemiesin the name of anti-
Communism continued to dienate many factions, including those that might have
otherwise supported Diem on most issues. The Americans understood that if South
Vietnam were ever to become a successful example of nation-building to the world, Diem
woud haveto go. What was needed was aleader who could raly the population around
him, and Diem and his brother were doing exactly the opposite. Buddhist protests
increased the hest on Diem. Monks burned themsdves dive in front of televison
cameras, suggesting to American viewers that perhaps Diem was not a"glowing light" of
democracy in Asia. Kennedy tacitly supported Diem's ouster, and once that was clesr,
severd Vietnamese generds arranged a coup. On 1 November 1963, Diem and his
brother were forced out of power, and despite promises of safety--and against Kennedy's
wishes--they were killed .18

Since the President supported the coup, the U.S. bore considerable responsbility
for what would happen next. In the remaining twelve years of South Vietnam's existence
as a separate nation aleader as strong as Diem would not again hold power.

Furthermore, without American assistance, South Vietnam would mogt likely have
collapsed after the fall of Diem. Kennedy himsdlf did not live much longer than Diem,
but his successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, determined not only to follow but to expand
Kennedy's palicies. Thefeding grew in the U.S. government that Americawas partidly

18Herring, 105-6.

12
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responsible for South Vietnam's predicament, and that it was an American duty to get
them out of it19

Theleader presiding over South Vietnam for the longest period after Diem was
Gen. Nguyen Van Thieu. Thieu was former commander-in-chief of his nation's armed
forces, and during the turmoail in the months following Diem's downfal, he managed to
win support from the other generas and politicians. In adisputed eection in September
1967, Thieu and his running-mate, Air Force Generd Nguyen Cao Ky, won thirty-five
percent of the popular vote, more than any other candidate, but obvioudy no landdide
victory. Thieu continued to preside over the country until hisresignation on 21 April
1975, only days before Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese.

Pecification

At the outset of their direct military involvement in the Vietnam conflict, the
Americans began to understand that it would be difficult to defest the guerillas by
conventiond military means aone. They aso recognized that with the support of the
populétion, the Viet Cong would be an dusive and resilient enemy. Mao Tse-tung once
compared guerillasto fish in an ocean, that body of water being the population. The
Americans would have to dry up that ocean if they hoped to defest the guerillas.
American drategists employed numerous methods, with differing levels of success, as
they tried to entice the genera population to support the South Vietnamese government
rather than the Viet Cong, or at least to dissuade the population from assisting the
guerillas

Among these attempts was the Strategic Hamlet program which tried to relocate
villagersinto fortified villages, complete with barbed wire and ditches. This program
failed partly because the central government forced the rura population to build the

19pid., 106-7
13
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hamlets, and then to leave their ancestiral homesto live in them. Instead of denying the
Viet Cong popular support, the strategic hamlets caused such resentment that they
unwittingly helped the guerillas popularity. In addition, corrupt Vietnamese officias
ruthlesdy skimmed off money dlocated for the program. Many of the strategic hamlets
were never huiilt, existing only on paper.20

Another example of U.S. attempts to gain the people's support was the push for
land reform in order to end the absentee landlords control of farmlands. Land reform
was one of the biggest issues with the rura population and one of the Viet Cong's grest
attractions. If they controlled the area, the peasants would own their own land and not
have to pay rent to awedthy landlord in distant Saigon. Understandably, land reform
never redly gained the support of the ruling class, which had the most to lose. Both Diem
and Thieu agreed to sweeping reforms but never honored their promises. Consequently,
it was not until the early seventiesthat any effective land reform took placein
Vietnam.21

Other U.S. backed programs attempted to persuade the rural population that it
would be far better off if it supported the South Vietnamese government than if it backed
the Viet Cong. Throughout the war the U.S. sponsored agriculturd projects, schoals,
hospitals and clinics, bridge and road building, flood control projects, and dozens of other
government programs. Many individua American military units even had their own
civic programs. The U.S. Agency for Internationa Development sponsored its own
pardld programs, especidly in the areaof public hedth and improving the qudity of the

police forces.22

201 ewy, 25.

21Thomas C. Thayer, War Without Fronts. The American Experiencein
Vietnam (Boulder: Westview Press, 1985), 237.

22| ewy, 185, 301.
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All these efforts came under the generd heading of "pacification.” These efforts
generdly remained uncoordinated and sporadic during the early years of American
involvement. In May 1967, the U.S. reorganized and renamed these efforts under a
program known as Civil Operations and Rura (or Revolutionary) Development Support,
or CORDS. CORDS was under the American military command in Vietnam, known as
MACYV, or Militay Assstance Command. Thenceforth, al American pacification efforts
became coordinated and integrated with military operations. CORDS director Robert
Komer, nicknamed "Blowtorch" for his temper and intensity, held ambassador status and
was subordinate only to Gen. William C. Westmoreland (and later Gen. Creighton
Abrams) and the ambassador himself.23

Komer brought many new approaches and concepts to pacification in South
Vietnam, and gave new life to existing ideas. He strengthened and enlarged the militia,
the Regiona Forces and Popular Forces (known as the RF/PFs), using an intensive
training program and supplying units with up-to-date wegpons. Komer turned this
militia, ("Ruff Puffs" asthey were caled somewhat derisvely by Americans) into an
effective force that the Viet Cong could no longer ignore. For the business-minded
Americans, the RF/PFs were attractively inexpensive and codt-effective. The
improvement and modernization of the RF/PFs occurred over the protests of many South
Vietnamese government officids and not afew Americans who feared that giving the
peasants modern wegpons would be tantamount to handing the wegpons to the Viet Cong.
Komer perssted with his reforms despite the opposition, wanting to involve the rurd
population in the war on the government's Sde ingtead of adlowing them to be neutrd.
Once they committed themselves to the government, the Viet Cong had to consider them
enemies. Between 1967 and 1970, the RF/PFsincreased in strength from 300,000 to

23Thayer, 123-25.
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534,000 troops. Throughout this period it was actualy these RF/PFs that saw the most
action of al South Vietnamese military units. They aso took the brunt of the combat
casualties, accounting for sixty-six percent of South Vietnam's combat desths in 1970.24
At the same time, they accounted for a seemingly low thirty percent of the Viet Cong
casualties29 While this may seem at first glance to be a poor performance, there are
severd reasons to account for it. First, the RF/PFs operated geographicaly far from any
support and became obvious Viet Cong targets. Second, they had no heavy support
wegpons such as atillery or aircraft of their own. Third, they were by definition militia,
and hence suffered from alack of training and a poor qudity of leadership. Y et the fact
remains that RF/PFs, while accounting for thirty percent of the Viet Cong casudties, cost
less than four percent of the military budget.26 Despite their less-than- stellar military
performance, the RF/PFs were both cost-effective and essentid to the success of
pecification.

Former CIA director William Colby later offered one explanation for Komer's
expanson and improvement of the RF/PFs, aswell as other GVN (Government of
[South] Viet Nam) sponsored paramilitary units. By improving the qudity of the militia,
they now could defend the communities without the government's help. By increasing
the numbers of the RF/PF's, Komer was literdly taking potentia Viet Cong recruits and

using them to support the centra government. According to Colby,

241bid., 163. Thayer lists his source asa MACV-CORDS Territoria Forces
Effectiveness Sysem computer file printout.

25\hid., 164. Listed sourceis MACV Measurements of Progress Report, April
1968 through December 1972.

2650utheast Asia office under the Assistant Secretary of Defense (Systems
Andyss), "Where The Money Went," Southeast Asa Analyss Report, August- October
1971, 32-34.
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... that'swhat it was dl about, that's what the struggle's about. Its not to shoot the
enemy, itsto get him on your Sde. That wasthe design involved in arming the sdif
defense force [RF/PFS). . . . that's the whole concept of the salf defenseforce: you
stand guard one night aweek, and you're not a very good soldier, but you're
protecting your community againg intruson--anybody'sintrusion. You don't et
anybody intrude that you don't want. . . . We handed out 500,000 weapons, so the
villagers could [protect] themsdves. | think it was the most important program in

Vietnam.27

Colby was convinced that the expansion of the RF/PFs and other paramilitary forces,
asde from the obvious overt military effect, aso reduced the Viet Cong's replacement
pool.

Other programs became more effective under CORDS aswell. The Chieu Hoi
program, aimed at encouraging defectors, received much attention. In 1966, some 20,000
Viet Cong rdlied to the government's side. After Komer expanded and improved the
program, the numbers rose rapidly. In 1969 aone, more than 47,000 Viet Cong rdlied to
the government.28 One mgjor reason for the increase in the number of defections was
that pacification under CORDS wasworking. The rura population, whether by choice or
conscription, was becoming involved in the war on the Sde of the government.
Increasingly the Viet Cong found it difficult to find willing recruits. Further, it was
becoming more hazardous to be a guerilla, because of the enhanced qudity of South
Vietnamese military and intelligence operations.

A unique concept was revived by CORDS in the Revolutionary Development
(RD) Cadre. Special teams of Vietnamese trained to enter areas brought under
government control, and to actudly live and work with the villagers. They were

equipped with small arms, but wore the same clothes and ate the same food asthe

27 pmbassador William Colby, interview with author, 29 March 1989,
Washington, D.C., tape recording.

28Thayer, 198. Listed sourceis Southeast Asia Statistical Summary, Office of
the Assistant Secretary of Defense (Comptroller) 25 March 1971 - 17 January 1973, 1-7.

17



18

villagers, and introduced government-sponsored farming and socia programs to them.
Through action and propaganda these teams were designed to disrupt Viet Cong ties
while gaining support for the government. Though the fifty-nine man teams carried
wegpons, their primary task lay in development, not combat. When the program first
began operations, corrupt local government officias, undisciplined ARVN units and poor
management all impeded the program'’s effectiveness. However, CORDS worked to
improve and enhance the concept.29

Political and economic factors also detracted from the dlure of the Viet Cong.
Despite the war, the standard of living in South Vietnam improved throughout the late
Sixties and early Seventies. Historian Thomas Thayer has succinctly described these

changes.

.. . It seems clear that the standard of living of most Vietnamese rose during the war.
Refugees and others hard hit by the war were obvious exceptions. More people went
to work and earned more money to buy more goods than ever before, and the import
program kept the markets supplied with consumer goods of dl types, bringing on the
Honda and transstor revolutions. Inthe countryside farmers took advantage of
miraclerice, fertilizers, tractors, the ability to hold rice off the market to raise prices,

and avariety of other techniques to increase their incomes 30
Now guerillas had achoice: they could benefit from the economic boom by rdlying to
the cause of the government, or they could continue their increasingly dangerous and
difficult life
On the political front, American advisory teams were sent to al the South
Vietnamese provinces and most of the didricts, giving CORDS more control over the

implementation and operation of its programs. Corruption in the loca governments

29Herring, 158.

30Thayer, 251.
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gradudly diminished, and though it never ceased entirdly, the Stuation improved
ubstantially. 31

Keeping track of the progress (or lack of progressin some cases) was one of the
most controversia aspects of pacification. Presdent Johnson's "light at the end of the
tunnel” comment shortly before the Viet Cong launched the massve nation-wide 1968
Tet Offendve, displayed to the American public and the press just how easily figures can
be made to lie: an accurate and reliable method of measurement was essentia to success.
Over aperiod of time, CORDS modified existing systems and developed new onesto
estimate the progress of pacification. CORDS therefore exerted considerable effort to
produce severd different methods to estimate the extent of government control, strength
of the enemy, and overdl effectiveness of the various programs.

One example was The Hamlet Evaluation System, or HES, which rated the
security of hamlets from A (meaning the Viet Cong did not exist or exert any control over
the hamlet at dl) to E (meaning the Viet Cong controlled the night and continued to
operate fredy). Some hamlets received the rating of VC (which meant that the
government had virtualy no control a all).32 The HES changed somewhat each year
and received congtant criticism, especidly that the bureaucracy in Saigon paid too much
attention to the gtatistics produced rather than the redity of the Stuation inthefidd. The
HES nevertheless proved to have validity in the end.33

In his memoirs describing his tenure as an advisor in Vietnam, David Donovan (a

pseudonym), was very critica of the HES. Donovan was required to fill out the monthly

31 ewy, 124-25.

32s0utheast Asia Anadysis Report October 1968, 3.

33J0hn L. Cook, The Advisor (New Y ork: Bantam, 1987; originally published by
Dorrancein 1973), 298.
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guestionnaires for these datistics. He loathed this job, and shared others low opinion of
the HES and other methods measuring the progress of pacification. Donovan wrote,
"[w]hen you are isolated and aone, with too little time to fill in reports accurately--too
tired to care and with little belief that the Satistics have any relationship to the life you
areliving anyway--it is easy to just put down the numbers that make life Smpler."34
However inaccurate each individua report was, generd examination of reports made it
possible to detect gains and losses. Thayer points out that often progress was not easily
detectable during the one-year hitch that most Americans served in Vietnam, but when
"old timers' returned after an absence of afew years, they were astonished at the
improvement in security. 39 Further, three separate studies of the HES during the war all
condluded that the system, though flawed, was "basically sound”. 36 Former Phoenix
advisor John Cook agreed, "[t]he system was far from perfect, but it was the only method
we had of evauating the hamlets. It indicated where we needed to concentrate our
efforts, clearly outlining both the wesk and strong aress . . . "37 The HES records are the
only substantive accounts available that comprehensively record, with generdly fair
accuracy, the success and failure of pacification.

Opinion poalls, known as the Pacification Attitude Analysis System (PAAS), dso
gauged progress. For pacification to be effective, CORDS had to stay in touch with the

3ADavid Donovan, Once A Warrior King: Memories Of An Officer In Vietnam
(New York: Bdlartine, 1985), 158-59.

35Thayer, 151.

361hid., 146-47. One study was done by the staff of the Office of the Assistant
Secretary of Defense, another by the Ingtitute for Defense Andysis, and athird was"an
informal working paper” that Smply tested the results in the fidd.

3730hn L. Cook, The Advisor (New Y ork: Bantam, 1987; originally published by
Dorrance in 1973), 79.
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peasants it was trying to influence. CORDS was interested in their attitudes toward
security, opinions on politics, and views on economic development. It was obvious that
an American-gtyle telephone poll or any appearance of government officialdom would
influence a peasant's answers. To avoid this problem the survey takers, would, ™. . .
memorize the survey questions prior to entering the hamlet, and, guided by pre-
established criteria, select respondents. Survey questions [were] posed indirectly in the
course of conversation, and the replies of the respondent [were] coded in predetermined
categoriesimmediately afterward."38 Among the questions were, "How well doesthe
government perform?* and "How do you think the American character harmonizes with
Vietnamese character?' (only about 30% said good or fair harmony existed). While al
these measuring methods were subject to error, in the long run they proved surprisngly
accurate.39

Another objective of pacification was democracy, agod never fully attained. The
American idea of democracy was never achieved, but a certain amount of loca control
over community affairs emerged. Colby's ideathat an armed militiaman would protect
his village was enhanced by the fact that he was dso gaining a gregter voice in village
affairs. More and more villages chose their own government aid projects, and Saigon
became lessinclined to force development and defense projects like the Strategic Haml et
program upon reluctant villagers. Truly free eections never took place, but limited
elections did occur. Before the Americans drasticaly cut their support in 1972, South
Vietnam was on the road, however dowly, to democracy.

The biggest setback for pacification during the war became the grestest catalyst
for change aswell. The 1968 country-wide Tet offensve launched by the Viet Cong was

38southeast Asia Andysis Report, January-February 1971, 14.

39 bid.
21



22
truly aturning point for the war. The surprise military offensve a atime when President
Johnson and Generd Westmoreland were predicting victory shettered the American
leaders credibility. The offensve proved that, win or lose, the war would be much
longer than anyone wished. Inthe U.S,, popular support of the war began a steady
decline shortly after the offensive. The American press no longer blindly accepted U.S.
participation in the war, but became increasingly critica indtead. Ironicdly, the Tet
offendve was a disaster for the Viet Cong guerillas aswel. Although they attacked
dozens of cities throughout South Vietnam, they only managed to hold one, Hue, for any
length of time. In every case, the Viet Cong found themsalves in an unfamiliar
conventiond- style war, rather than the hit-and-run operations for which they had been
trained and in which they had experience. American and South Vietnamese forces
daughtered the lightly-armed guerillas, and the Viet Cong never fully recovered from the
dissgter. "Welost our best people,” admitted one Communist leader in arecent interview

with author Stanley Karnow.40
For pacification, the Tet offensive was a serious but temporary setback. During

the rest of 1968 and into 1969, CORDS was able to regain al the lost ground and more.
By the time the Americans had pulled out in 1973, the guerilla threat to South Vietnam
was virtually at an end. Attacks on outposts, assassnations of government officids and
isolated ambushes continued, but there was no threet of the South Vietnamese
government'sfal to the Viet Cong. The 1972 Eagter offensive was a conventiona

invasion by 120,000 North Viethamese troops led by tanks, but the Viet Cong did not, or

could not, assist this event.41

40Quoted in Stanley Karnow, Vietnam, A History (New York: Penguin Books,
1984), 534.

41Herring, 246; Lewy, 201.
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After the formation of CORDS in 1967, pacification gradualy had begun to show

progress. The South Vietnamese economy boomed, government control of the
countryside increased, and the roots of democracy werelaid. The Viet Cong found it
increasingly difficult to continue their operations at previous levels, and even harder to

attract replacements. More and more of their ranks were filled with North Vietnamese,

meking the Viet Cong less attractive till to indigenous South Vietnamese 42 While the
Tet Offensivein 1968 was truly the high point of the Viet Cong effort, it dso marked the
beginning of the end. Gradudly pacification dried up Mao's ocean. Despite dl the flaws,
the corruption, the waste, the violence, and the destruction, pacification achieved its

gods.

42K arnow, 534.
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CHAPTER 1

PHOENIX ORIGINS AND ORGANIZATION

Pacification Efforts and the
Viet Cong Infrastructure

Pecification played a sgnificant role in the American effortsin Vietnam. The
most formidable chalenge to pacification, however, came in the dedicated and dlusive
Viet Cong. American advisors, respongble for overseeing pacification programsin rurd
area, encountered a long-established shadow government, part of the Viet Cong
Infrastructure (VCI). the shadow government was often more respected and powerful
than the legitimate South Vietnamese government. Pecification efforts often suffered due
to Viet Cong actions: bombings, assassinations, abductions, and even tax collections for
the shadow government. While regular forces such asthe Nationd Police and the Army
of the Republic of Viet Nam (ARVN) sometimes succeeded in killing or capturing Viet
Cong soldiers or occasondly military leaders, they faled to effectively diminate the
Viet Cong politicd leadership. The Americans designed specid programsto target the
shadow governments and the high-leve military leaders--the VCI.
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The VCI Background

Asthe chief support and coordinating body of the Viet Cong guerillas, the VCI
showed a particularly strong resilience to conventiond anti-guerillatactics. Officid
American documents describe the VCI as the basis and support of most guerilla
operations, but they generaly fail to address the reasons for the widespread popularity
and strength of the Viet Cong:

TheVCI isan essentid and integrd eement of the effort being directed from
Hanoi to overthrow and replace the Government of Vietnam. . . . It condtitutes the
politica, adminigtrative, supply and recruitment gpparatus by which the Communigts
seek to impose their authority upon the people of South Vietnam. The VCI supports
military operations of VC and North Vietnamese Army Units by providing guides,
caches of food, clothing, weapons, medica supplies and other war materids, logigtics
support, and by directing and implementing a systemetic campaign of terrorism,
extortion, subversion, sabotage, abduction and murder to achieve Communist
objectives43

This statement embodies the guiding principle behind the Phoenix program.
Furthermore, it ddlineates the plethora of VCI activities which demanded an extensve
and carefully coordinated effort on the part of the program. Even <0, the statement dso
reveals American reluctance to look beyond communist rhetoric and to the far more
powerful Viet Cong apped, to nationaism.

The Viet Cong'simmediate predecessors, known as the Vietminh, espoused
nationalig, rather than communist goals. Ho Chi Minh founded the Vietminh
organization during Japanese occupation of Southeast Asain the Second World War.
Ho, dready adedicated communist, astutely chose to capitalize on the burgeoning
nationdist sentiments of many Vietnamese. Thus, Ho harnessed centuries old resentment
againg foreign rule to serve as the driving force behind his movement. Therefore, while

other movements for nationa independence in Vietnam surfaced, the superior

43Headquarters, Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), "Phung
Hoang (Phoenix) 1969 End of Year Report,” 28 February 1970, A-1.
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organization and Sngleness of purpose of the Vietminh eventualy led to their popular
acceptance as the primary representative of Vietnamese nationaism. 44

Ho's strength remained in the North, but ultimately he sought the unification of dl
Vietnam under asingle Communist government.  Although many Vietminh cadres
deliberately remained in South Vietnam following the 1954 Geneva Accordsin order to
form the nucleus of communist support for the future, Ho and the North Vietnamese
government faced too many poalitical and economic problems to exert much influence
over the South Vietnamese insurgents.  Left largely on their own, the South Vietnamese
communigstried to keep alow profile as Diem decimated them in his anti-communist
purges. Not until 1959 did the North Vietnamese actively recommence their support for
the Vietminh in the South. 4>

Renewed North Vietnamese involvement in South Vietnamese affairs resulted in
the birth of the Nationd Liberation Front (NLF). About the same time the term Viet
Cong (meaning Vietnamese Communist) came into use. Many observers, past and
present, use the terms "Viet Cong" and "NLF" interchangesbly, meaning any Vietnamese
communigt, dthough NLF usudly refers to the palitica hierarchy, while Viet Cong refers
to the guerillas themsdves. VCI refersto the politica and military leedership of the Viet
Cong, and Peopl€e's Revolutionary Party (PRP) referred to only those few Viet Cong who
were actually party members aswell.#6 While Diem's violent and indiscriminate
campaigns againg the communigts hurt the Viet Cong, they dso dienated much of South

Vietnam's rural population. Because of this dienation, the Viet Cong encountered a

44George C. Herring, America's Longest War:_The United States and Vietnam
1950-1975 (New York: Alfred A. Kopf, 1979), 5.

431hid., 68.

46Thomas C. Thayer, War Without Fronts. The American Experiencein
Viegtnam (Boulder: Westview Press, 1985), 208.
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supportive population in the countryside4? Americanstypically equated the Viet Cong
and communism, but many Viet Cong were in fact nationdists, or smply people with an
animogity towards the South Vietnamese government. With the combined support of the
nationdists, Communists, and disenchanted pessants, the Viet Cong controlled villages,

digtricts, and even whole provinces by 1962.

VCI Organization

South Vietnam was a nation of forty-two provinces, smilar to the American
dates. The provinces congsted of 247 didtricts, each digtrict containing a number of
villages. Thevillages actudly represented a collection of hamlets, of which there were
gpproximately 13,000 in South Vietnam. To help coordinate military operations, the
American and South Vietnamese military divided South Vietnam into four "Corps
Tactica Zones" or CTZs, the Viet Cong divided the country into Smilar military zones,
athough they did not coincide geographicaly with the CTZs. In spite of Phoenix efforts
to diminate high-level VCl, its activities mostly involved attacks against lower level VVCI
at the village and didtrict levels, and only occasondly & the province level or higher.

The overal command of the VVCI rested with the Centrd Office for South Viet
Nam (COSVN). The field headquarters of COSVN had no permanent location, but
generaly operated out of Laos and Cambodiato avoid detection by the Americans and
South Vietnamese 48 The secrecy and mobility of the COSVN headquarters was such
that as late as 1970 the United States Defense Department was not even positive that it
actualy existed outside Hanoi.49 However, it did exist, and it served as the logistical and
drategic nerve-center of the Viet Cong.

47\pid,
48| hid., 29.

49erring, 236.
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Captured documents reveal that COSVN concentrated its efforts on continuation
of the guerillawar until North Vietnam could enter peace negotiations with South
Vietnam from a pogtion of strength. COSVN relied on Hanoi for its long-term schemes,
and its overa| strategic direction.90 The COSVN's need for absolute secrecy impeded
any attempts at day-to-day decisons regarding nation-wide Viet Cong activities. How
much independent control COSV N actualy wielded remains unclear, but it clearly played
an indrumentd role in the maintenance and organizetion of the insurgency in South
Vietnam, culminating in such mgor offensvesas Tet in 1968. Consequently, COSVN's
daff condtituted the primary targets for the Phoenix program, at least theoreticaly, but
the program rarely succeeded in identifying these higher-leve Viet Cong, much lessin
diminaing them.

In addition to the COSVN gaff, the American intelligence counted among the
VCI dl personnd involved in the "poaliticd, adminidrative, supply and recruitment
gpparatus’ that supported Viet Cong and NVA troops. Such support included providing
guides to troops from outside the area, arranging for food, clothing, weapons, and
medical supplies, and other logistical tasks. The VCl was aso responsible for planning
and directing various guerilla operations. 21

The Viet Cong military itsef was aloosdly structured force, permitting guerillas
to function a diverse levels of activity. Mogt joined the locad " Sdlf-Defense” forces,

smilar in concept to the Popular Forces favored by CORDS. Marginaly trained and

S0Captured document, in U.S. Department of State, Working Paper on the North
Vigtnamese Role in the War in South Vigt-nam, mimeographed, 1968, Annex D,
Document No. 303, in Gareth Porter, ed., Vietnam: A Higory in Documents (New Y ork:
New American Library, 1981), Document No. 209, 329-30.

S1MACCORDS-PHX, "Historica Review of the PHUNG HOANG/PHOENIX
Program from July 1968 to December 1970," 27 November 1970, Annex A, 1-2.
Hereafter referred to as "Historical Review."

34



35
armed villagers made up the bulk of these units. Still others made up units with greeter
emphasis on mohility and flexibility. Even so, the Viet Cong tended to function in
relatively close proximity to their homes, and in fact, most guerillas were only part-time
oldiers They were usudly active only in their own villages, rarely straying outside of
ther individud didricts. But naturaly, military actions sometimes forced Viet Cong
organizations out of their home areas. Then they would base themselves as close to home
as they consdered safe, which often meant in neighboring Cambodia.

North Vietnamese Army (NVA) troops often filled out Viet Cong ranks
decimated by combat and pacification actions. Asthe war continued, more and more
NVA replaced Viet Cong cadres and even the Viet Cong leadership.52 NVA troops had
fewer socid and family atachmentsin the villages to which they were assgned. Thus,
their presence led to other problems resulting from the understandable North Vietnamese-
South Vietnamese animosity, |osing some popular support. Y et, despite the North- South
schism, the Phoenix program usudly faced guerillas with family and friends from the
very areain which they operated. This scenario made it difficult to convince the
population to turn againg the Viet Cong.

Accurate estimates of the numbers of VCI never existed. The CIA estimated that
there were 84,000 VVCI in South Vietnam in December 1967. Asshownin Table 1
below, this number steadily decreased until December 1971, when the estimated number
of VCI was down to 66,000.

Table 1.--VCl Estimated Total Strength (in thousands)23

S2Thayer, 32-33.

S3s0uthesst Asia office under the Assistant Secretary of Defense (Systems
Andyss), Southeast Asa Andysis Report, 20; MACV Measurement of Progress Report,
December 1971, 67, in Thayer, 206.
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Month and Y ear
12/67 12/68 12/69 12/70 10/71
84.0 82.7 74.0 72.0 66.0

Unfortunately, these numbers are very rough estimates, and even William Colby, former
director of the Phoenix program and later head of the CIA, questioned the vdidity of his
own intelligence figures54 While Colby was presenting his figures to the Senate Foreign
Rdations Committee, the Army sent aletter to the Committee claming that the VCI was
5,000 cadre stronger than Colby suggested.95 Such inter-agency disagreement was not
uncommon, especialy since kegping track of the numbers of an underground guerilla
organization is a haphazard activity a best. Mogt intelligence organizations agreed,
however, that there was a decrease in the numbers of VCI between 1967 and the
American withdrawa in early 1973. Success againg guerillas was not entirdy unique to
the Vietnam War.

Higtoricaly, conventiond military efforts againgt guerillas have sometimes been
successful, Mdaya and the Philippine Insurrection are examples, but they require time
and patience, as wdl as awillingness to accept the congtant attrition that guerillawars
require. In Southeast Asa, the Americans concentrated their military efforts mostly
againg the military wing of the Viet Cong. "Search and Destroy" missons, divisonsze
sweeps, the use of Agent Orange, and extensive napam strikes dl condtituted part of the

atacks on the guerillas themselves. Eliminating guerillas, however, was like the

S4Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Vietnam: Policy and
Prospects, 1970, Civil Operations and Rural Devel opment Support Program, 91st cong.,
2nd sess., 17-20 February, and 3, 4, 17, 19 March 1970, 33.

39 hid., 56-57.
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mythical hydra: when one head was cut off, two more would appear in its place.
Dedtroying this Asan hydrarequired the dimingtion of the Viet Cong Infrastructure.
This mammoth task became the focus of the Phoenix program.

Early Covert Operations

Officia Phoenix program documents indicate that the origins of the effort began
with the American Intelligence Coordination and Exploitation For Attack on Viet Cong
Infrastructure (ICEX) Program. However, many different programs designed to
dismantle the Viet Cong Infrastructure existed before the ICEX program.

These early programs primarily engaged in covert, CIA organized operations.
Information about the early anti-VVCl programsis scarce, which is probably asthe CIA
would haveit. Sincethe U.S. government has released only afew classified documents
on this subject, most of the information comes from eyewitnesses and participants. Most
likely, they did basically what the Phoenix program would do later, but on asmdler scde
and without American military involvement. These early efforts dso gppear to have
involved the South Vietnamese as little as possible, except in the actud military
operations againgt the VCI.96 Even then, American troops or American-led units most
likely carried out the mgjority of those operations.®/ Most probably the Phoenix
program inaugurated the move to involve the South Vietnamese in anti-VVCI intelligence
operations aready in existence for some time under American direction. Unification of
American military and CIA intelligence operations aso figured into its formation.

Colond Harry Summers, a historian and theorist on the war who had afirst-hand

perspective, asserts that one reason for the formation of the Phoenix program was to unite

S65pecial Forces Col. (ret.) Dennis Porter, Interview by author, 14 April 1989,
Silver Spring, Md, tape recording.

S7Porter, Interview.
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the American intelligence networks with those of the Vietnamese. A pilot program,
known as CT-4 , begun in November 1966, attempted to coordinate the Vietnamese
Nationd Police intdligence with MACV intelligence, and something called the Office of
the Specia Assigtant to the United States Ambassador (OSA). The OSA wasthe CIA
headquarters in the United States Embassy in Saigon.28 The program was only
operationd in MR 4, the Saigon area. Whatever its success or effectiveness, its records
remain classfied. The program disappeared upon the creetion of alarger, more
comprehensive organization.29

One of the main Phoenix participants, William Colby, contends that the CIA
worked only with the Specia Branch of the Vietnamese Police (Smilar to the FBI) and
with the Vietnamese Centra Intelligence Organization. Colby described the early (pre-
|CEX/Phoenix) CIA efforts as intelligence-gathering through " penetrations,
interrogations, interception of couriers and communications, trandation of captured
documents, analysis of propaganda writings and broadcagts, and thorough scholarly study
and review."60 But it appearsthat the CIA strayed far beyond mere intelligence-
gathering in their counterinsurgency efforts. It isclear that the CIA used their specidly

trained PRUs (Provincid Reconnaissance Units) to take direct action against the VCI.

Provincid Reconnaissance Units

S8Michael Drosnin, "Phoenix: the CIA's biggest assassination program,” New
Times, 22 August 1975, 18. Drosnin made the connection between the OSA and the
CIA, however heincorrectly stated that the initials stood for the "Office of Specid
Assistance,” rather than Office of the Specid Assstant to the United States Ambassador.

59"Vietnamization of the PH Program,” briefing paper for ambassador, Record
Group 334, ID#74A-005 Box 1, "selected folders, Oct.-Nov. 71," Nationa Archives and
Record Center, Suitland, MD.

60william Colby and Peter Forbath, Honoreble Men: My Lifein the CIA (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1978), 266; Vietnam: Policy and Prospects, 1970, 58.
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In & least two projects during the Vietnam War the CIA sirayed beyond specific
intelligence activities in the training and organization of the PRUS, and in the
elimination of the VCI. These two projects often coincided. The PRUs became the
favored organization for atacking the VCI, and often served the early Phoenix-like
programs, darting in the mid-sixties.

When firg cregted, the CIA cdled the Provincid Reconnaissance Units " Counter-
Terror" teams. Colby explains that they were often used ". . . to develop direct sources
on the Communigt infrastructure and to mount carefully targeted operations based on the
intelligence they gathered."61 Beyond this dlinical definition of the PRUs lay afierce
reputation with the press. Colby maintained that the PRUS,

suffered from the secrecy of [their] machinery. For an auraof mystery quickly
surrounded these units, which operated outside the norma bureaucratic machinery
and were subject only to provincia chiefsrather than national control, and outsiders,
including the American press, saw in their name, Counter-Terror teams, something

sinister and tended to put the stress on the latter word rather than the former.62
But many others outside the press noted their reputation for ferocity. Advisor Stuart
Herrington refused to use PRUSs after seeing them in action, for he regarded them as
"infamous’ for "excesses againg the peasantry in the name of the anti- Communigt
campaign.”63

In theory, the PRUs of the mid-sixties were to be effective military units that

provincid chiefs could cal on without the oversight of the military. The provincia
chief's main forces, the RF/PFs lacked the training, motivation, and equipment to be very

61Colby and Forbath, 234.
62)hid,

63xtuart A. Herrington, Silence Was A Weapon: The Vietnam War In The
Villages (Novito, Cdlif.: Presido, 1982), 196.
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effective, making the PRUs an attractive aternative 64 The PRUs consisted mainly of
former Viet Cong, ethnic minorities, and Vietnamese bounty hunters. According to New
York Timesjournaist James P. Sterba, the PRUs were "local hoodlums, soldiers of
fortune, draft-dodgers, defectors and others who receive about 15,000 piasters a month--
compared with 4,000 paid the common soldier--to conduct raids after Vietcong agents,
ambush their trails and meeting places and smply arrest them . . . 65 They were well-
paid and well-led. There is some truth behind the view that they were mercenaries, yet
they aso condtituted the most effective ground-combat unit, man-for-man, of any in
Vietnam.66

The PRU's non-military status prevented the notorioudly corrupt and inefficient
ARVN from wadting or misusng them. Generdly wel armed with modern wegpons, if
only with smal arms, their primary purpose was to fight guerillas and the VCI. The
PRU's separation from the ARVN meant that they normaly could not request artillery or
ar drikes--theoreticaly unnecessary actionsin the counterinsurgency work usualy
assgned. A brainchild of the CIA, from crestion through implementation, and often led
by CIA personnd, the PRUs d o played sgnificant rolesin many CIA operations,
indluding Phoenix.67

64Colby, Interview with author.

65James P. Sterba, "The Controversia Operation Phoenix: How It Roots Out
Vietcong Suspects,” New York Times, 18 February 1970, 5.

665outheast Asia Andysis Report, June-July 1971, 6-7.

67Guenter Lewy, Americaln Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press,
1978), 283.
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ICEX

Avallable records on the founding of ICEX, the predecessor to the Phoenix
program, clearly show an American program initidly designed to evolveinto a
Vietnamese program. An undated document entitled "Phased Plan For Developing the
Attack Againgt VC Infragtructure” lays out the guidelines for the creetion of ICEX
following athree-phase plan. Phase | was defined as " Concept Approval.”  Just who was
responsible for Concept Approvd remains amystery, but it was not the GVN, whose
gpproval and cooperation was not called for until Phase 111, By that stage, Phase 11, the
formation of the American "organizationa structure’ and the details of the program had
aready been established. Further, anote included in Phase 11 of the plan warned that the
initid briefing of the GVN about the program "must be carefully prepared to avoid
treading on the Vietnamese sengbilities or putting US-controlled programs into the
Vietnamese political grab-bag."68 Clearly the people who created the program did not
wish the Vietnamese to have much input into its design.  In short, the Americans wanted
the GVN involved in the program, but not so deeply involved that they could hinder its
success with palitica infighting, corruption, and poor leadership.

Another contemporary document clearly assigned the respongbility for ICEX
development to the United States, cdling for the American part of the program to do the
"coordinating and focusing” of the attack on the VCI. It also stressed that the program

should "serve as a catalyst for similar Vietnamese development."69 Nevertheless, aslate

68Report in Komer-Leonhart File, National Security File, "Phased Plan For
Deveoping the Attack Againgt VC Infragtructure,” undated, LBJ library, 2.

69Report in Komer-Leonhart File, National Security File, Headquarters, United
States Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, Directive Number 381-41, "MILITARY
INTELLIGENCE, INTELLIGENCE COORDINATION AND EXPLOITATION FOR
ATTACK ON VCINFRASTRUCTURE SHORT TITLE: ICEX," 9 duly 1967, LBJ
Library, 2. Heredfter cited as"SHORT TITLE: ICEX."
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as 1970, officid Phoenix documents reved that "[h]eretofore, most Phung Hoang
Directives and policies were written by US personnd, trandated into Vietnamese, and
issued by CPHPO [Central Phung Hoang Permanent Office]."/0

For the nationwide expansion of the anti-V Cl effort, CIA personnd did much of
the ground work, but most subsequent American advisors came from the regular Army. 71
Thusthe ICEX program emerged in mid-1967. Theinitiad strategy called for the Saffing
of every didrict in South Vietnam with an American intelligence advisor to coordinate
the attack on the VCI.72 An article by Peter Kann in the Wall Street Journdl vividly

showed the need for such a coordinated effort. He offered as an example onedidtrict in
which eeven intdligence networks functioned separately, and indicated a program to
synchronize them was long overdue. Kann claimed that, "[c]ompeting agencies regularly
arrested one another's agents, accidentally or because of political rivalries"’3
Overcoming these organizationd problems and inter-agency rivaries became a
formidable task never fully completed. ICEX laid the foundation for a nation-wide
intelligence network, and actudly attempted to include the Vietnamese in the effort. In
1968, this program was renamed Phoenix, with Phung Hoang used as the Vietnamese
tite. Despite the attempt to involve the South Vietnamese in the program, the program

remained primarily American.

70"Higorical Review," 16.

"1Harry G. Summers, Jr., Vietnam War Almanac (New York: Factson File
Publications, 1985,) 283.

7230hn L. Cook, The Advisor (New York: Bantam, 1987; originally published by
Dorrancein 1973), 21.

73peter R. Kann, "The Invisible Foe: New Intelligence Push Attempts to Wipe
Out Vietcong Underground,” Wall Street Journd, 5 September 1968, 1.
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The Question of Origin and Control

One of the criticiams of Phoenix frequently brought up in hearings and in the
press was that while it was heralded as ajoint program, it was, in fact, an American+
ingpired and-led endeavor. Overwhemingly, the evidence indicates that the program's
origins were entirdly American, and though the program went through a gradua
"Vietnamization," meaning that the South Vietnamese were being trained to take it over,
it remained an American program throughout its existence. For example, despite
American pressure, it was not until 1970, more than two years after the creation of the
program, that the government of South Vietnam findly alocated any funds for Phoenix,
and the amount allocated equaled about two percent of the total cost of the effort.’4 This
minimal financia support indicates alack of both interest and initiative in Phoenix.
Thereis enough evidence to show that the Vietnamese were not the ones promoting the
program, William Colby and officid Phoenix histories notwithstanding. The bald fact
that the Phoenix program disintegrated rather quickly after the Americans pulled out in
1973 supports this view.

CIA director William Colby was head of the Phoenix program during its height in
the late sixties, and, twenty years later, would continue to ing st that the program was
mogtly Vietnamese. Although he was often pressed on this point, Colby never admitted
controlling American involvement. When asked about it during 1971 congressiond

hearings, he answered:

Itisredly only Vietnamese, but the Americans had a grest dedl to do with
garting the program. . . . we had a great dedl to do in terms of developing the idess,
discussing the need, developing some of the procedures, and so forth. . . . | would say
the United States had a great dedl to do with it and maybe more than haf theinitiative

74"Phung Hoang, 1969 End of Y ear Report,” 13.
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came from us origindly. | think at this point that probably we contribute less than

half of the effort.

Not surprisingly, the Phoenix program officid histories support Colby's account on this
point because he wasin charge of the program and had a chance to review and edit the
reports. The officia Phoenix reports contain many references to Vietnamese
accomplishments within the program and try to show that much, if not mogt, of the
program was Vietnamese. CORDS director Robert Komer agreed with Colby when he
wrote, "[the Phoenix program] was not ‘administered’ by the United States. Like al other
facets of pacification, it was wholly administered by the government of South
Vietnam."/6 Y et the contemporary press, personal recollections, and congressional
hearings dl indicate that the program was in fact initiated, managed, and supported by
Americans. One newspaper reporter quoted an American officid as saying, "They [the
South Vietnamesg] just aren't interested, [t]hey don't want to be caught trying to get the
V/Cl if they think maybe next yeer the VCI will bein control /7 Whether for
Vietnamese fear, lack of interest, or American impatience, the Phoenix program was an
American program.

Many officid documents confirm the extent of American influence in the creation
and operation of the Phoenix program. In "Nationa Security Study Memorandum #1,"
the State Department made clear that South Vietnamese President Thieu only issued his

75Quoted in Congress, House, Subcommittee of the Committee on Government
Operations, U.S. Assgtance Programsin Vietnam, 92nd Cong., 1st sess,, 15, 16, 19, 21
Jduly, 2 August 1971, 210.

76Essay by Robert Komer in: Peter D. Trooboff (ed.), Law and Responsihility in
Wafare The Vietnam Experience, (Chapd Hill: The Universty of North Cardlina
Press, 1975), 100.

7TQuoted in Robert G. Kaiser, Jr., "U.S. Aidesin Vietnam Scorn Phoenix Project,
Washington Pogt, 17 February 1970, 10.
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July 1968 decree supporting the program after “considerable American prodding.”/8
MACYV agreed with that assessment, adding that "[t]he Phoenix- Phung Hoang program is
looked upon by many Vietnamese as having been forced upon the GVN by the
Americans."’9

Like many other operations and programs set up by the United Statesin Vietnam,
the Phoenix program was formed with the clear intention of becoming a Vietnamese
program. Like many of the other wartime programs, it was ultimately run by Americans
anyway. Thiswas due both to the impatience of the advisors and their genuine desire to
make the Phoenix program work.

In his memoairs, Stuart Herrington wrote that he and another American soldier,
Tim Miller, were both trained to be advisors to the Phoenix program. In each case, they
found that that only way to make the program work was to take persond charge and
provide the impetus for action. This despite Herrington's early fedings, when he said of
his superior:

| had been disturbed by Colonel Weissnger's impatient demand that if the
Vietnamese were not up to the task of diminating the Vietcong organization, we
Americans should do it for them. | believed firmly that one of the mgjor
shortcomings of our overdl gpproach in Vietnam had been the tendency to do things

ourselves rather than to train the Vietnamese to do them.80
Herrington found that most of the Vietnamese involved with the Phoenix program
had little resolve to carry out its misson. Herrington aso recounted one low-leved

advisor's opinion of the Vietnamese participation: "They just go through the motionsto

78House of Representatives, insertion by Representative Ronald Dellums,
Nationa Security Study Memorandum #1, "Escaation, American Options and President
Nixon's War Moves," 92nd Cong., 2nd sess., Congressond Record (10 May 1972),
167498.

9pid.

80Herrington, 16.
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please the Americans, . . 81 Contrary to the origind design, the Vietnamese were
assistants to the Americans, not managers 82

Colonel Dennis Porter, who spent more than ten yearsin Vietnam and who was a
mgor figure in the anti-V Cl efforts, agreed in alater interview that the Vietnamese were
hardly enthusiagtic about the program, though there were individua exceptions. He dso
recalled that once the Americans pulled out in 1973, the program collapsed.83 The
American Phoenix advisors did subgtantially more than advise: they provided the drive,
the substance, and the very life of the program.

| CEX/Phoenix Hatches

The CIA origindly determined that ICEX would begin functioning in July 1967.
Due to unforeseen problems, and South Vietnamese intransgence, it was not until late
December of the same year that the GVN initiated their participation in the program.84
The Vietnamese name for the program was "Phung Hoang," amythicad Orienta bird
vaguely similar in concept to the western Phoenix.85 Ironicaly, it was abird not very
adept at getting off the ground.

A gmd| atachment to an ICEX document of 25 November 1967, from the
Komer-Leonhart papers, reved s the frusiration of the American designersin

implementing the program. The author began, "At last we are getting started on ICEX

8lipid., 11.
82|hid., 11-16, and many other instances elsewhere in the work.
83porter, Interview.

84"PHOENIX Year End Report - 1968," 18 March 1969, 2 (note: page numbers
are my own, the pages of document are not numbered).

85summers, Almanac, 283.
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reporting,” and Sgned the note, "Bob,” presumably meaning Robert Komer, then head of
the CORDS program encapsulating in these few words American impatience & the delay
of the program.86 Even so, not until dmost amonth later did Vietnamese Prime Minister
L. S Nguyen Van Loc findly issue adirective "on the dimingtion of the Viet Cong
infrastructure8/ Van Loc called for the creation of Phoenix committees, which would
serve asthe "brains' of the program. Unfortunately, before Phoenix could hatch, the
turning point of the war intervened.

On 30 January 1968, during the Vietnamese Tet holidays, the Viet Cong launched
anationwide military offensve in every mgor city in South Vietnam. Although the
offensive ended in military disaster for the Viet Cong, it dso disllusoned many people
in the United States, who had put faith in President Johnson's assertion that an American
victory would not be long in coming. Much of the American public concluded thet its
government had deceived it and began questioning the matives and gods of the war.
Only in the city of Hue did the Viet Cong hold out for more than afew days or hours. In
every case, the guerillas took enormous casudties, and the Tet Offensive proved to be
their highest point before a steep declinein their strength. A spectacular but doomed
attack on the United States Embassy in Saigon was only one small part of the dozens of
battles dl over South Vietnam. They failed to defeet either the ARVN or American
troops, but they succeeded psychologicaly by convincing many Americans that the war

was unwinnable 88

86Quoted in note attached to, "SHORT TITLE: ICEX," 25 November 1967.

87Republic of Vietnam, Office of the Prime Minister, "DIRECTIVE (or
Ingtruction) of the PRIME MINISTER on the imination of the Viet Cong
Infrastructure,”" 20 December 1967, LBJ Library, National Security File, Komer-Leonhart
File, container no. 11.

88savera works support these conclusions: Peter Braestrup, Big Story: How the
American Press and Televison Reported and Interpreted the Crisis of Tet 1968 in
Vietnam and Washington, (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1977.); Don Oberdorfer,
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The sheer 9ze and scope of the offensive threw CORDS pecification efforts into
disarray. For the next few months the Americans neglected their pacification programs
while they attended to the more immediate military danger and its aftermath. Military
forces moved from the rurd countryside to where they could help defend the cities, and
the villages had to fend for themselves89 The surprise offensive dedlt a shocking blow
to pacification, but it also turned out to have hidden benefits.

The second hdf of 1968 proved to be afruitful timefor pacification. The military
setbacks of the Viet Cong resulting from the Tet period weskened them subgtantidly, and
forced them to curtail the frequency and intengity of their actions in the second haf of the
year. Additiond volunteers to replace the huge Viet Cong losses did not readily
materidize. In addition, the growing numbers of RF/PFs had new weapons and
equipment at their digposal, making them more effective. Once the attacks on the cities
declined, more government troops than ever before assisted in rura pacification
operations. 90 In November 1968, CORDS launched a three-month "Accelerated
Pecification Program” in an attempt to take advantage of the reduction in Viet Cong
activities and incressed forces available for pacification.91 With more troops used to
provide rurd security, development projects increased their efforts. While Tet had been a
catastrophe for pacification in the first half of 1968, it served as a catalyst for Sgnificant
growth in the second half of the year.

Tet! (New York: Doubleday, 1971.); Barry Zorthian (in charge of U.S. pressrdations
for much of the war in Saigon) interview in Kim Willenson, ed., The Bad War: An Ord
Higtory of the Vietnam War (New York: New American Library, 1987,) 179.

89 ewy, 134.
90rbid., 134.

91Colby and Forbath, 260-62; Lewy, 134.
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The Phoenix program had just begun itsinitid operations when the Tet Offensive
disrupted plans. Documents indicate that some of the |CEX/Phoenix procedures and
committees were in place before January 1968, the month that the Tet offensive began,
but Phoenix had barely begun to operate by then. In January and February combined,
just over one thousand VCI appear on alist of "neutrdized” (killed, captured or rdlied to
the central government) individuds. By comparison, in December 1968 alone, the
Program claimed more than 2,300 neutralizations.

On 1 July 1968, after the disruption following the Tet Offensive had subsided, the
president of Vietnam, Nguyen Van Thieu, issued adecreein support of Phoenix, making
it an officia government program (using the Vietnamese name Phung Hoang). 1t meant
that South Vietnam formally accepted responsibility for the program.92 Presumably,
Thieu chose that moment for the decree due to pressure from the Americans, who wanted
to quickly follow up the Viet Cong defeats during the Tet Offensive earlier that year.
Although the prime minister had dready issued one letter in support of the idea, most
Phoenix documents cited the July decree asthe first substantiated evidence of GVN

acceptance of the program. 93

Methods. In Theory and Practice

While there is disagreement over their origins, the stated gods of ICEX, and later
Phoenix, addressed the coordination of efforts to the various intelligence agencies agangt
the Viet Cong. Thereisno doubt that the need for such coordination existed. Nearly

every mgor department or organization, Vietnamese or American, had some form of

92Guenter Lewy, "Vietnam: New Light on the Question of American Guilt,"
Commentary Magazine, February 1978, 29.

93"PHOENIX, Year End Report - 1968," 2; Presidential Decree 280-a/TT/SL, 1
July 1968.
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intelligence network or organization. Information exchanges rarely occurred, and the
duplication of efforts amounted to a costly disgrace for the military. One American
document described the overdl South Vietnamese counterinsurgency effort as
"chronically splintered, badly led, poorly financed, and understaffed."94 South
Vietnamese organizetions operating intelligence networks included the Nationd Police
(including the Specid Palice), the Village/Hamlet information groups, no less than six
military organizations (including the regular ARVN and Military Security Service), the
Revolutionary Development program, and the Census Grievance teams. In addition, the
Americans brought in other intelligence operations such as the CIA, the Defense
Intelligence Agency, and numerous army intelligence outfits 99 The coordination of
these different programs, and the comprehensive organization of dl the information that
they would produce, was a mammoth task in itsdf, but the Phoenix program intended to
go one step further.

In addition to coordinating intelligence on the VCI, the intent of the Phoenix
program was to coordinate attacks against it. One reason for the creation of the PRUs
had been to enable the Americans to act promptly on intelligence leads about the VCI.
However, the CIA deemed special-action teams essentid because of the difficulty it
experienced in getting these aready established military unitsto react quickly or
effectively on intdligence leads. The PRUs never numbered more than 6,000, far too
few to do dl the anti-VCl work. To achieve the desired effect, al military ad
paramilitary organizations in South Vietnam had to work together. Phoenix set about to
spur them into action.

9450utheast Asia Andysis Report, September-October 1970, 22.

95 southeast Asia Andlysis Report, October 1968, 54.
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There was a Sgnificant gap between the Phoenix program's design and the findl
product. "The basic Phoenix concept was to enlist and coordinate the efforts of local-
level leadership, the police, and paramilitary groups towards the end of identifying and
diminating the VCI."96 Thus Phoenix was a program of coordination, not military
operation. It was not supposed to have its own intelligence network; it was not supposed
to interrogate prisoners directly; and it was not supposed to carry out attacks on identified
VCI members. Despitethis, thereis evidence that in the lower levels of the Phoenix
program--the province and didtrict levels--the division between the program and the
alegedly separate operations that were carried out was blurry indeed.

Bureaucratic Structure

| CEX/Phoenix required both an extensive bureaucracy and the construction of
physicd buildings to function as planned. To coordinate the attack on the VCI, Phoenix
officidly organized committees at four levels: nationd; regiond, zone or corps,
province; and digrict. Each committee included a chairman who was ether the minister
of theinterior, at the nationd leve, or the ranking GV N representative of the geographic
areain which the committee presided. At the regiona (or corps) levd, the Vietnamese
military's commanding generd headed the committees, while the provincia and didtrict
chiefs presided over their respective condtituencies. Members of the Nationd Committee
included:

* The minister of the interior, who aso served as chairman,

* The director of Nationa Police, vice-chairman,

* A representative of the Revolutionary Development Minigtry (or Rurd
Development Ministry, a pacification organizetion),

* The director of Revolutionary Development Cadre Directorate,

961hid., 22.
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* A representative from the Chieu Hoi Minidtry,

* Chief of Military Intelligence (32), ARVN Joint Generd Staff (JGS),

* Chief of Operations (J3), JGS,

* Assgant for Field Police Branch (the part of the Nationa Police that served in
the rura areas),

* Assgtant for Specia Police Branch (an FBI-style secret police branch of the
Nationd Police).

The lower committees followed the same pattern, with minor exceptions, having between
seven and eight members representing the same organizations, but at lower levels 97
The duties of the committees varied with their levels of operation. The Nationd
Phoenix Committee was respongible for overal plans and programs, and ensured
compliance with them. Theregiond, provincia and district committees held
respongbility for coordinating the activities of committees underneath them, aswedl as

for ensuring the actud exploitation of gathered intelligence.

Intelligence and Operation Coordination Centers

The establishment of the Intelligence and Operation Coordination Centers
(10CCs) represented an initiad American effort to lay the groundwork for the Phoenix
program. These operated at both the provincia and didtrict levels, asthe Province
Intelligence and Operation Coordination Centers (PIOCCs) and Didtrict Intelligence and
Operation Coordination Centers (DIOCC). A memo of August 1967 discussed the
possihility of usng existing Provincid Interrogation Centers (PICs) to house
| CEX/Phoenix operations, but the planners discarded that ideaiin favor of building new

97"DIRECTIVE (or Ingtruction) of the PRIME MINISTER . . .;" Headquarters,
United States Military Assstance Command, Vietnam, "PHUNG HOANG, Phoenix,
1969 END OF YEAR REPORT," 28 February 1970, A-5to A-6.
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|OCC structures.98 The Phoenix bureauicracy coordinated its activities from these
centers. With U.S. funds, the Vietnamese generdly built the IOCCs throughout Vietnam
from scratch, requiring many monthsin dl. Idedly, the IOCCs served as collection
centersfor intelligence from al the different agencies operating inthe area. No lessthan
adozen agencies, programs, and individuals used the IOCCs as a home base, among
them the Police Specia Branch, Chieu Hoi, and the RF/PFs 99 By the end of 1968,
PIOCCs successfully operated in each province, and some 248 DIOCCs commenced
operations aswedl. The |OCCs housed what would become the Phoenix "memory banks'
aswdl: thefiling cabinets.

Much of the Phoenix program conssted merely of maintaining comprehensive
investigetive files on individuds. One province advisor complained thet the Americans
supplied "buildings, desks, typewriters, file cabinets, index cards, dossiers, etc. It was
inevitable that the program would develop astrong clerica dant. Now the inteligence is
often accumulated, cross-indexed, properly analyzed and filed. That isthe end of the
process."100 |nformation arrived constantly from amyriad of different intelligence
agencies and sources, and the key to the whole program was connecting the bits of
intelligence from different agencies to the proper individud. Ideally, once eech VCI
member became known, two index cards and a dossier would be crested on the
individua. One card would go into an dphabeticd namefile of the VCI members, the
other into a smilar geographica file by the name of the member'svillage. The cards

98"OPERATIONAL AID NO. 2," 20 August 1967, LBJ Library, National
Security File, Komer-Leonhart File, container no. 11.

99Headquarters, Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, "PIOCC/DIOCC
Ingpection Guide," undated, 2. From Record Group 334, ID#77-0052, Box 11, folder
203-04, "Phoenix (1969)," Nationa Archives and Record Center, Suitland, Md.

100Lewy, Americain Vietnam, 284.
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included names and diases, VCI position and function, and reference to the dossier in
which one might find most of the information on the VCI member. The dosser
contained copies of pertinent reports, captured documents, photographs, maps of his or
her area of operation, and a"Personality Data Form."101

Each Persondity Data Form contained al the persond information available on
the individua in question in order to facilitate identification and gpprehension. Asde
from the usud names-and- addresses type of information, the form included facts about
the suspect's immediate family, education, occupation, physical description, known
history with the Viet Cong, locations of activities, and many other details. The
Persondlity Data Form and the accompanying itemsin the dosser theoreticaly served to
aid operations and ultimately, the sentencing of theindividua. 102 Interrogations of
prisoners could be cross-indexed with the information found in the dossiers, leading to
the targeting of the individual.103

Besde this extensve filing sysem kept on individuas, the IOCCs maintained
filesand charts on the various VCl organizations at the village, didrict, and province
levels. Phoenix officias compiled charts on dl VCI organizations operdting in each area
and used them to keep track of known VCI and their postionsin the guerilla

101MACV, "PIOCC/DIOCC Inspection Guide," 3-4.

102yl Target Personality Target Form," undated, three pages. From Record
Group 334, ID#74A-005, Box 1, "Sdected Folders,” folder entitled, "CORDS Progress
Phung Hoang Department (68-70),"; HQ MACV, "PHUNG HOANG, ADVISOR
HANDBOOK," 20 November 1970, 10. From Record Group 334, ID#74A-005 Box 1,
"Sdected Folders,” folder entitled "227-01, Advisors Handbook," Nationa Archives and
Record Center, Suitland, Md.

103cook, 84.
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organization. In addition, the centers kept copies of the charts of neighboring IOCCs
regarding their areas of operation.104

The IOCCs aso produced continually updated "blacklists105 The blacklist
included dl VCI known to be operating in the IOCC's area of control. By 1972 Phoenix
had divided the blacklists into three categories appropriate to the leve of the target,
roughly province, digtrict and village. On occasion Phoenix targeted "legd” VCI cadre
(VCl who maintained proper South Vietnamese government identification and papers)
which it suspected of infiltrating organizations such as trade unions and rdligious
sects. 106 The |0OCCs provided copies of thelist for al military and paramilitary unitsin
the area, aswell as other IOCCs.107 Using the extensive dossiers, Phoenix personnel
could hope to easily "target” and track down VCI members, no matter where they had
fled in South Vietnam. Extensve mediacriticism hed labeled such Blackligts "hit ligs,"
but it was the actud operations themsdves, and not such intelligence gathering, that led

to Phoenix's sordid reputation.

Operations. the Officid Desgn

Two categories of Phoenix operations existed: generd and specific. Generd
operations included "cordon and search” operations againgt a hamlet frequented by VCI
members, night ambushes on trails known to be habitudly used by VCI members, and

104mACV, "PIOCC/DIOCC Inspection Guide," 5-6.

105The term "blacklist" had to be changed due to its negative connotations, so
officidly becamethe "specid ligt of Communigt offenders” U.S. Assstance Programs In
Vietnam, 244.

106" Phung Hoang Draft Standing Operating Procedures 4," 1972, 4-66 and 4-67.
From Record Group 334, ID#74A-005 Box 1, "Selected Folders,” Nationa Archives and
Record Center, Suitland, Md.

107mAcCV, "PIOCC/DIOCC Inspection Guide," 6.
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other operations where "hard" intelligence was unavailable. Specific Phoenix operations
targeted individua VCl members, with the usud target either asmall group or asingle
VCI member. In operaions againgt VCI, the Phoenix program set apriority list of six
gods

1. Recruit in place

2. Induce defection

3. Capture

4. Kill

5. Wound

6. Neutralize108
Recruiting in place was the idedl achievement. 1t meant that aVVCl member would
voluntarily change Sdes and work for the Phoenix program while maintaining his
position in the VCI: adouble agent. The Phoenix operation relied heavily on information
from captured VCI, but to actually have a double agent within the underground
organization meant access to current, vital information. 1t could lead to a devastating
blow againg the VCI. Unfortunatdly, while "Recruit in place” had the highest priority, it
seldom achieved its aim and when it did rarely succeeded for very long. 109

"Induce defection” extended from the earlier "Chieu Hoi" defectors program. In
exchange for a degree of amnesty, a VCl member would defect to the government's sde
and asss in diminating the VCI network. This may have been the Phoenix program's

mogt effective and common wegpon. The defectors, usudly disgruntled with their

108The term "neuttraize" could have severd different meanings. The Phoenix
program usudly referred to neutralizing V Cl, meaning killing, capturing or rendering
ineffective. Thelig of priorities comes from "Phung Hoang SOP No 2," 1 November
1968, 8.

109orter, Interview.
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superiors or fed up with the underground life, looked for something better. The
government responded with cash rewards, vocationd training and a full annesty to
"raliers"110 For the Phoenix program, cooperative ralliers meant fresh information on
the VCI.

The lower prioritiesin attacking aVCl member included capturing, killing or
wounding, or neutrdizing. Captured VCI members might offer information on the
infrastructure; dead ones could not. Above dl dse, the Phoenix program was an
intelligence operation, and dead VVCl, beyond their individua losses, did not help to
dismantle the underground government. Neutraizing VCI meant a number of different
things, depending on the circumstances, including forcing the member to leave his area of
operations, while compromising fellow VClI members cover, making it impossible for
the member to continue covert operations, and Smply intimidating the VCI member until
he ceased operations.

Since Phoenix had no forces of its own, per se, the Nationa Police Specid
Branch, Nationa Police Field Forces, PRUS, or RF/PFs carried out both genera and
specific operations. 111 Because ranking police officers served on the Phoenix
committees at dl levels, arranging police operations could not have been difficult, and
Phoenix documents reveal a marked preference for the use of the police forces for
Phoenix operations. However, due to the poor training, lack of proper equipment, and the
low esprit de corps of the National Police, the RF/PFs executed most of the
neutrdizations 112 Throughout the Phoenix program's existence, CORDS attempted to

110Herrington, 17, 41, 72-73; Thayer, 196.
111mAcv, "PIOCC/DIOCC Inspection Guide, " 6-7.

1125y theast Asa Analysis Report, October 1969, 27-28.
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upgrade the Nationa Police, but it never achieved its god of making the Nationa Police
the primary Phoenix action force.

Phoenix planners originaly intended for the Province Interrogation Centers
(PICs), not the IOCCs, to conduct interrogations. Nevertheless, the emphasis shifted in
favor of obtaining information from captured or ralied VCI prior to their forces
departure from the province. Idedly, IOCCs maintained continual liaison activities with
those agencies or forcesinterrogeating the VCI. The Phoenix program emphasized the
importance of IOCCs keeping in congtant contact with al the forces operating in their
given area of operations, so that they could immediatdy relay information of both
operationa use, and of details on the VVCI organization. 113 Often the American advisors
would perform the liaison activities themsdves to ensure the qudity of the interrogations.
This eventudly led to problems with both the media and public opinion because torture
was not an uncommon practice at these interrogations, despite officia
discouragement. 114 American advisors may have tolerated the torture of prisoners more
than one might have hoped, for torture was very common among South Vietnamese
troops and police, and any attempt to stop the practice would have had a detrimental
effect on the advisor's relationship with them. 115 1n any event, the sight of Americans
attending the actud interrogations was not an uncommon one, for Americans held key

positions throughout the Phoenix program.

Americans in Phoenix

113mACV, "PIOCC/DIOCC Inspection Guide," 9-10.
114pennis Porter, Interview with author; Colby and Forbath, 270-71.

1151 ewy, 287-88.
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From the creation of ICEX, Americans maintained their control over the Phoenix
program. Technicaly the Americans held advisory positions, but "advice" commonly
dictated policy. Whatever effectiveness the program achieved came from American
expertise and influence. In fact, the program survived and functioned only because the
Americans provided their expertise and influence.

Theinitid American ICEX committee to ad in the cregtion of the Phoenix
program included some of the highest ranking American officiasin South Vietnam. The
top officid from the CORDS program, Robert Komer, chaired the committee. A senior
representative from the CIA, aswell as high-ranking representatives from both the
intelligence and operations sections of MACYV filled its ranks as well, forming the basis
from which the Vietnamese Nationd Phoenix Committee emerged. A saff of both
civilian and military personnel, smilar to that of the CORDS program, supported the
committee. Findly, initid American involvement incdluded specid anti-V Cl advisors at
the corps, provincial and even didtrict levels (dthough only afew didricts had such
American advisors early in the program).116 Military personndl made up the bulk of the
advisors, but the program was part of CORDS and as such had asignificant civilian
influence. At the Provincid levd, the Province Senior Advisor (PSA), the controlling
American in the province, often was a civilian. In such stuations, the deputy PSA would
be military. The opposite wastrue if the PSA was military, and thus civilian influence
was built into the program. 117

Before July 1969, OSA/CIA provided al logistical support for the program.118

An ICEX memo from August 1967 revedsthat in thirteen out of sixteen provincesin

116K omer- L eonhart File, Directive Number 381-41, 2.
117Cook, 26.

118"phung Hoang (Phoenix) 1969 End of Year Report,” 11.
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Region IV advisors were assumed to be CIA personne, although the wording and origin
of the document gppear deliberately vague. The memo explained that military personnel
did not yet have "sufficient experience and/or training."119 Phoenix documents suggest
that OSA "leadership, experience, and flexibility" were "essentid . . . to lay the necessary
groundwork and develop theinitia framework for PHUNG HOANG/PHOENIX
activities and support requirements"120 Technically aready part of CORDS,
operationd control of the Phoenix program only gradually passed to CORDS from OSA
beginning in December 1968 and ending by July 1969.121 Before that date, OSA
continued to fund one third of the costs of the program. 122

The Americans deliberately developed their sde of the program firs, and
gradudly formatted the Vietnamese structure. The American part served as an example
for "dimulating, energizing, guiding and collaborating with the corresponding
Vietnamese organizations and effort."123 The original concept called for the PRUs and
Police Fidd Forces to be the primary forces directed against the VCI, with other forcesin
"supporting and complimentary roles124  |n thisway the anti-VCl campaign would be
a police respongibility, not amilitary respongibility.

"Feld Organizations' served under the national Phoenix committee in Saigon. At

the corpslevd, the senior advisor (normally the highest ranking American advisor in the

119*OPERATIONAL AID NO. 2," 20 August 1967, LBJ Library, National
Security File, Komer-Leonhart File, container no. 11.

120"phung Hoang 1969 End of Year Report,” 11.

1211pid.,, 11.

122"phung Hoang (Phoenix) 1969 End of Year Report,” 13.
123K omer-Leonhart File, Directive Number 381-41, p. 2.

1241id., 2.
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corps) had an OSA officer as his principa saff officer "in matters relating to
infrastructure intelligence collection and action againgt the key VC infragtructure. 125
Other Americans & the corps level coordinated intelligence, aided in the cregtion of a
Vietnamese counterpart, and "foster[ed] Vietnamese inter-agency cooperation and
coordination."126 The province and district-level advisors had essentially the same
tasks, though on asmdller scale 127 Asthe program grew, especialy after the Tet
offensive, the numbers of Americans directly involved grew aswell.

By 1970, just over 450 Americans worked with the Phoenix program.128
Military officers accounted for more than ninety percent of these Americans, while
"civilians," which could be taken to mean CIA, made up the remainder. At the same
time, amogt 340,000 American troops were fighting in Vietnam. Clearly, Phoenix did
not drain manpower from other operations. 129 1n 1970, 256 Americans served in the 247
digtricts (which included cities divided into severd didricts), and 132 in the forty-four
provinces. Thisindicates that usualy only one American served as a Phoenix advisor in
aspecific digtrict, and two at the province level. The four corps sections averaged ten
American advisors each, and the main Phoenix office in Saigon, thirty-three 130 Dueto
the small number of Americans operating in each of the digtricts and provinces, the
individua advisors conceivably could have wielded consderable influence. Just the

125pid., 4.
1261pid, 4.
127)bid, 4.
128"Phung Hoang (Phoenix) 1969 End of Y ear Report,” 9.

1297 able 103, "Southeast Asia Statistical Summary,” Office of the Assistant
Secretary of Defense (Comptraller), 7 February 1973, in Thayer, 37.

130"Phung Hoang 1969 End of Year Report," 9.
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same, it was essentid that they interact well with their Vietnamese counterparts, or the

program would have functioned poorly.

Training and Personnd

Training for the fledgling ICEX program conssted of atwo-week course near the
giant Tan Son Nhut air basein Saigon. 131 Officid training programs for Phoenix
personne did not begin until November 1968. A semi-monthly, ten-day Phoenix
Coordinators Orientation course to improve the American advisors performance &t the
lower leves (province and didrict levels) began in that month at Vung Tau, a coasta
resort town southeast of Saigon.132 Three months later, other American non-Phoenix
advisors, ARVN advisors, civil advisors, and others, took the course as well. 133 By
training as many American advisors as possible in the concepts and operations of
Phoenix, the leaders hoped that cooperation and utilization would improve. In another
attempt to promote better understanding of the program, Phoenix aso created a separate
briefing program for American support personnel. As the program developed, the
Phoenix Directorate ordered the training of Phoenix advisors prior to their arriva in
Vietnam, 134

In 1969 the Army began training future Phoenix advisors in afifteen-week course

before they left the United States. 135 The course was a definite improvement over the

131cook, 21.

132\M ACCORDS-PHX, "Historical Review of the PHUNG HOANG/PHOENIX
Program from July 1968 to December 1970," 27 November 1970, 16. Found at National
Archives and Records Center, Suitland, Md.

1331pid., 16.

134pid., 18.

135"Phung Hoang 1969 End of Y ear Report," 7.
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ten-day, Vung Tau course which continued as a refresher course and motivationa
seminar for Phoenix advisors. 136 The new fifteen-week course included 180 hours of
indruction in the Vietnamese language, essentid to increasing communication and
cooperation while reducing the need for often unrdiable Vietnamese interpreters 137 In
addition, more than ten different Army intelligence training centers received regular
mailings on Phoenix techniques and operational modifications 138 By the end of 1969,
new advisors arriving in Vietnam had far better preparation for operating the Phoenix
program than their predecessors.

Training programs for the Vietnamese share of the program lagged well behind
the American programs, ancther sign of the totl American dominance and control of the
program. A National Phoenix school for Vietnamese did not emerge until 1971.139 |n
the meantime, Vietnamese Phoenix operatives trained & the regiona (or corps) level.
Thefirg regiond training courses did not begin until December 1968, in the Saigon
region. Another began operationsin June 1969, and the fina two regiond schools did
not get off the ground until October 1969.140 The lack of support for acomprehensive,
nationwide training center for Vietnamese became afatd flaw in the Phoenix program.

In making the American advisor's role paramount within the program, and by not
training Vietnamese to eventualy adopt the advisor's duties, the program was bound to

collapse once the Americans left. It seems unlikely that Phoenix planners could not

136Herrington, 11-14.
137"Phung Hoang 1969 End of Year Report,” 7.

138 pid.

139 eadquarters, Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), “Phung
Hoang 1970 End of Year Report,” 11 May 1971, 42.

140"Higorical Review ... " 17.
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predict in 1969 that there would be no American advisors left in South Vietnam five
years later when William Colby, and others went to such lengths to portray that program

as being primarily Vietnamese.

Agent Penetration of the VCI

One aspect of the Phoenix program on which very little information has been
releasd, isthe use of spies actudly joining the VCI ("penetrating it" in spy terminology)
to destroy the organization from theingde. In arecent interview, William Colby
mentioned penetration of terrorist organizations in connection with other programs, and
then said Phoenix had copied those other programs 141 1n another interview Colonel
Porter also indirectly discussed the penetration of the VCI, and he even mentioned that
Vietnamese- Americans had been specificaly recruited for such apurpose early in the
war.142 No Phoenix document available a thistime details or even directly mentions
this activity, but it is possble to learn some of the details indirectly.

One captured VCI document mentioned in the 1970 Phoenix year-end report
reviewed ways to counter the "planting of secret agentsin the revolutionary
organizations."143 Others talked of strengthening internal security, a somewhat
unnecessary measure to counter the Phoenix program unless the program was somehow
penetrating the VCI.144 Moraein Viet Cong units suffered from the effects of the
Phoenix program, according to the captured documents. This coincides well with a post-
war interview where aformer Viet Cong leeder, Madame Nguyen Thi Dinh admitted of

141colby, Interview with author.
142p0rter, Interview with author.
143"Phung Hoang, 1970 End Of Y ear Report,” 46.

144 pid., 43-46.
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the Phoenix program, "We never feared a divison of troops, but the infiltration of a
couple of guysinto our ranks created tremendous difficuties for us"149 Green Beret
Colond David Porter dso mentioned some instances of recruiting individuas to infiltrate
the VCl, though he indicated limited successin this area 146

A briefing paper mentions the use of "penetration agents' by the Specia Branch
of the National Police. The Specia Branch can be compared to the FBI in many ways,
and it does seem likely that they may have been involved in such an activity. 147 Onthe
other hand, indications are that the Phoenix program had penetration agents of its own,
unrelated to the police force.

One possible explanation for the abbsence of information in this areg, and thisis
pure speculation, is thet the section of the Phoenix program involved with the infiltration
of agents may have remained excdlusvely a CIA activity. Advisor memoirs say nothing
about the infiltration of the VCI, nor do MACV records that have been released.
Obvioudy, some of these Phoenix agents may il bein Vietnam, and any sort of records
that might directly or indirectly list aname or offer aclue to their identity are not likely to
be released, without extensive censorship, in their lifetime.

Condusons

145Quoted in Karnow, 602.
146porter, Interview with author.

147Undated, Anonymous Briefing Paper, from RG 334, 74A, Box 1, sdlected
folders, "Vietnamization of PH Program,” (Generd) (Oct-Nov 71), found at the Nationd
Archives and Records Center, Suitland, MD,6. The briefing begins "Mr. Ambassador,
Gentlemen.. . . " (presumably meaning ambassasor Colby or Komer) and isincluded
with agmilar briefing for the Prime Minigter (presumably of South Vietnam) dated 19
November 1971, 11.
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The CIA gave hirth to the Phoenix Program with the full intention of eventualy
handing it over to the CORDS program. It was hoped that the program could eventualy
have been in turn handed over to the South Vietnamese, but in fact the Phoenix program
relied too much on the Americansto survive in their absence. The Americans designed
and implemented most of the machinery of the program, and tried to adapt it to the
conditionsin South Vietnam. If properly carried out, the program might have had a
chance for success and survivd, but redity and good intentions never quite met. On the
other hand, at least during the American presence, the program was far from atota

falure.
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CHAPTER I
APPREHENSION, INTERROGATION, DETENTION AND SENTENCING

The Legd Niceties of Phoenix

The Phoenix program was clearly legd under Vietnamese law, dthough it might
not have withstood scrutiny under American law. The South Vietnamese Congtitution of
1967, Article 4 stated: (1) The Republic of Vietnam opposes Communism in any form;
and (2), any activity designed to publicize or carry out Communism is prohibited."143
This being so, Phoenix organizers felt judtified in categorizing the Viet Cong as
rebdlious civilians. Just the same, the Viet Cong often il fl into the military
category, and as such, were subject to prisoner-of-war (PW) rules. The Phoenix program
acquired primary responsibility for deciding which captured VVCI the government could
classfy as PWs, and which onesit could not.

The Phoenix program's Advisor Handbook stated the criteriafor determining

whether a detainee was a PW or not;

VC and NVA military personnd are to be accorded PW status and the rights
of aPW under the Geneva conventions. Civilian PRP members and VCI cadre are

considered civil defendants. 149

148Headquarters, Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), "Phung
Hoang (Phoenix) 1969 End of Y ear Report,” 28 February 1970, A-3.

149HQ MACV, "PHUNG HOANG, ADVISOR HANDBOOK " 20 November
1970, 10. From Record Group 334, ID#74A-005 Box 1, "Selected Folders,” folder
entitled "227-01, Advisors Handbook," 15.
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A penumbra devel oped because many Vietnamese operated in both the military and
politica sections of the Viet Cong.190 |n such cases the advisor was to accord such
persons PW gtatus. Under the 1954 Geneva Convention, a PW could be incarcerated for
the duration of the conflict. A South Vietnamese civilian detainee had far fewer legd
rights than a PW, but the government could not detain them indefinitely without trid.

Much of the legd system in South Vietnam was based on the Province Security
Committees (PSCs). Origindly created in 1957, the committees proved useful in
amplifying and providing anomind legd system in anation with less than two hundred
lavyers. 151 Dueto the "national emergency,” the committee had the power to release
those it deemed innocent; to send the case on to amilitary or civil court if it was strong
enough to convict the detaineg; or to impose "adminigtrative detention” of up to two years
for those suspects "reasonably believed to threaten the national security."152 In addition,
it could relocate individuas, reclassify them as PWSs, or, paradoxicaly, even recommend
that they be drafted into South Vietnam's army if deemed a security threat. 153

The province chief, the public prosecutor, and other members representing the
military and the Nationd Police, initidly made up the PSCs. These committees faced
many problems, including an enormous backlog of cases and questions about their
competence and fairness. The Phoenix annua summary for 1968 criticized the PSCs,

150Congress, House of Representatives, Subcommittee of the Committee on
Government Operations, U.S. Assstance Programs In Vietnam, 92nd Cong., 1st sess,, 15,
16, 19, 21 July, and 2 August 1971, 188.

151wvilliam Colby and Peter Forbath, Honorable Men: My Lifein the CIA (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1978), 274.

152"PHUNG HOANG, ADVISOR HANDBOOK,," 16; "Phung Hoang 1969 End
of Year Report,” A-3.

153"PHUNG HOANG, ADVISOR HANDBOOK," 16-17.
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which it daimswould "usudly mirror the atitude of province chiefs. . . ." Describing
"[jJudicid processing” as "one of the weekest linksin the overal attack on the VCI", it
cdlsfor immediate improvements to reduce a backlog of more than 16,000 cases
awaiting trid at the end of 1968. "It is apparent”, it continued, "that numbers of innocent
persons, or at least persons who have been forced to perform tasks for the VC, have been
arrested and held, sometimes for extended periods, without a hearing."1°4  William
Colby, pressured by the U.S. Congress, successfully worked to make improvementsin
the committee structure. The "improved' committee included at least one "dected”
province council member and relegated the police and military members to an advisory
rather than participatory role 155 |n addition, Colby crested a conditional release system
(smilar to parole), ingtated a system of natification for the suspect,s family, and set time
limits for each step in the lega process. In practice, however, the limits were little more
than idedl targets. 156

According the the Advisor's Handbook, al VCl arrests required a warrant issued
by a"competent judicia authority." Conversdly, the handbook goes on to ate, "[a]n
arrest defective due to lack of awarrant, however, can later be 'corrected' by issuance of a
warrant ex post facto by an officid having authority to do so initially."157 In other
words, it was possible to arrest civilians spontaneoudy a virtudly any time for virtualy
any reason. Although law and directives prohibited American personned from arresting

Vietnamese civilians, dl Vietnamese Phoenix personnd had the authority to arrest

154"PHOENIX Year End Report - 1968," 10.
155Colby and Forbath, 274.

156Colby and Forbath, 274; U.S. Assistance Programsin Vietnam, 183, 198.

157"PHUNG HOANG, ADVISOR HANDBOOK," 14,
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suspects, with the stipulation that they had to be turned over to the custody of the
Nationd Police within 24 hours. The police could hold a suspect for up to three days,
gtill without charges or bail, until they transferred him or her to the Provincid
Interrogation Center (PIC). The PICs earned a negative reputation for crowded
conditions, poor trestment, and torture. They could hold the suspect legally for up to
thirty days before turning him over to the province chief and PSC. The committee had a
week to sentence, release, or send theindividud to trid in front of a military court.
Taken together, an innocent person could legaly spend up to six weeks in custody before
going to tria or being released. In practice, it was common for suspects to spend much
longer periods of timein custody due to backlogs in processing cases. 198 This system
was as open to abuse as it was to criticism. 159

When authorities lacked sufficient evidence to convict a suspect, the most
common method for arresting VCI was "an tri detention."160 Because the central
government considered VClI as threats to South Vietnam's national security, it created
specid laws for the detention of such politica prisoners. Enough evidence to show the
PSC that a suspect "is athreat to nationa security” was sufficient for an an tri detention.

Article 19 of the An Tri law Sated:

Those persons considered dangerous to the national defense and public
security may beinterned in a prison or designated area or banished from designated
areas for amaximum period of two years, which isrenewable. The internment and
banishment shall be ordered by Arrete of the Prime Minister issued upon

recommendation of the Miniter of Interior.161

158.S. Assistance Programsin Vietnam, 198.

159"Phung Hoang, Advisor Handbook," 14.

160y .S, Assistance Programsin Vietnam, 193-94.

161)pid., 99.
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The suspect did not have theright to legal counsd or even to ahearing in front of an
actual court. Not acrimina conviction, the an tri detention required less proof than
required by aregular court. An tri was an emergency measure designed to aid in
atacking the guerillas in atime when testimony againg them could mean death for a
witness. In other words, it created alega system resistant to influence by the Viet Cong,
at acogt of many individua protections. The prosecution had only to prove to the PSC
that the suspect operated as "a member of the Communist party or exercises a position or
function in the party or any associated front organization. Proof of position or function in
the Viet Cong Infrastructure is sufficient to convict."162

A contemporary New Y ork Times article addressed this issue somewhat
gpologeticaly:

This procedure is acknowledged to result in avariety of abuses. Often the
case againg a suspect congds largely of inteligence indications rather than hard
evidence. Despitethis, if the security council regards the case as conclusive, the man
isimprisoned. . . . Harsh asthis may seem, American officidsings that the
technique is an improvement over the old "county fairs' operations conducted under
Gen. William C. Westmoreland, former United States commander in Vietnam, in
which awhole village was cordoned off and screened and perhaps hundreds of people
were detained with little semblance of due process. Now, the officids maintain, there

isat least aquasi-judicia review of the evidence. 163

Whether conditionsin Vietnam at the time judtified this judicia "short-cut” or not is
difficult to say, but the American press often attacked the measures.
Another section of the an tri law sought to intimidate the population into actively

taking up the centra government's cause.

162" phung Hoang, Advisor Handbook," 17.

163Terence Smith, "C.I.A. Planned Drive on Officias Of Vietcong Is Said to Be
Failing: U.S. Sources Say Suspects Are Often Freed by Loca Viethamese Authorities,”
New York Times, 19 August 1969, 4.
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By this Decree are outlawed private persons, parties, leagues, associations that
commit acts of any form which aredirectly or indirectly amed & practicing
Communism or Pro-Communist Neutrdism. . . . Shall be considered as Pro-
Communist Neutralist a person who commits acts of propaganda for and incitement

of Neutralism: these acts are assimilate to acts of jeopardizing public security. 164
Colby denied any Phoenix participation in targeting neutrdists. He indicated that snce
Phoenix targeted leadership, someone who only tacitly supported the Viet Cong would
not normally have come under the program's jurisdiction. 165 Nevertheless, the catchdl
sections of the an tri act made it easier to detain suspects on little or no evidence.

Once convicted, aVCl member in an tri detention faced a two-year renewable sentence,
despite never actudly having the privilege of atrid. William Colby faced many

guestions on thistopic in Congressond hearings, and one exchange with Representative
Ogden R. Reid explained the officia Phoenix position well:

Mr. REID. Thenisit [an tri detention] not a kangaroo tria?

Ambassador COLBY . It isan adminigrative proceeding, not atrid.

Mr. REID. Whether itiscdled atrid or an adminigtrative proceeding, is that
important in internationd law? There might be some concepts under which we
would relate it to due process.

Ambassador COLBY . | think there are two different things. | think it
probably meets the technicalities of internationd law but it certainly does not
meet our concepts of due process.

Mr. REID. Doesit meet the spirit of internationd law?

Ambassador COLBY. | think asit has gradudly improved it does. | think it
did not sometime ago and | do not think it entirdly mestsit yet.

Mr. REID. Would [the suspect's] rights be protected?

Ambassador COLBY. Not adequately under our concept of due process.166
Colby tended to take an optimigtic view of most things, but he was a careful and honest

spesker. He never made any sweeping generdizations, since he could not back them up.

164y .S, Assistance Programsin Vietnam, 205.

165)pig,

166Quoted in U.S. Assistance Programsiin Vietnam, 189.
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Thus, when pressed by Representative Reid, Colby honestly admitted the weaknessesin
the system. One of the cornerstones of the South Vietnamese legd system, in fact the
whole Phoenix program, was that it took place in anation at war. Some of the methods
and systems could be termed "emergency measures,” ingnuating that they be only
temporary, war-time measures.

The State Department produced a memorandum, " The Geneva Conventions and
the Phoenix program,” based on the 1949 conventions. Article 4 of the third convention
focuses on the protection of civiliansin time of war, but only protection of civiliansin the
custody or control of a"power [of] which they are not nationals. This means that South
Viethamese civilians detained by South Vietnamese authorities are not protected persons
...." Neverthdess, the Convention provided for minimum levels of humanitarian

treatment, whether for a"protected person” or not. The memorandum concluded:

... dthough there have been someindividua faluresin execution, the generd
obligation of humanitarian treatment underlying the Geneva Conventions has been
accepted by the Governments of Vietnam and the United States in the context of the
Vietnam conflict, despite the anomalies created by attempting to apply rules
essentidly designed for aWorld War |1 Situation to one involving a paliticd,

subversive infrastructure 167
Mogt criticisms of the Phoenix program in the area of law and the Geneva Convention are
based on unsupportable assumptions. Noted anti-war critic Noam Chomsky and Edward
S. Herman vehemently opposed the Phoenix program on legd aswell as mord grounds.
Thebasisfor their legd attacks rested on the concept that the U.S. was an "invading”
nation in South Vietnam. Chomsky and Herman asserted that officia documents and

datistics were of questionable veracity because they contradicted dl "nonofficia

167)pid., 217-18.
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testimony on the subject."168 Only if the U.S. is recognized as such an unwelcome
invader does their argument rate any merit. Whatever their contentions, the South
Viegnamese legd sysem had enough problems medting its own time limits and satisfying
civil protectionsfor dl its prisoners.

Despite the time-saving an tri detention, and a subsequent computerized tracking
systemn for suspects, the judicia system continued as a bottleneck in the anti-V Cl efforts.
By July 1970, the South Vietnamese judiciary had succeeded in processing only 1,930
out of 6,111 awaiting trid. American documents complained that "the Province Security
Committees are not functioning with anything near the despatch required to ensure
punishment of the guilty, while avoiding prolonged detention of the innocent." 169 One
of Colby's stated goas was to improve and streamline the legal system, but he did not
fully succeed inthisarea. Asthe Southeast Asa Analysis Report stated, "[d]espite the

recent drive to speed up sentencing procedures, the apparatus till appears to be lagging
badly."170

Phoenix handbooks contained a guideline that evolved into another legal aspect of
the Phoenix program that received criticism. One of the Phoenix Standard Operating
Procedure (SOP) books described suspicious actions by Vietnamese civilians as,
"expressions which distort Government of Vietnam policies and the action of
Government of Vietnam cadres. Fase rumors which confuse and frighten the people,

and the creation of division and hatred among the populace, between the populace and

168N oam Chomsky and Edward S. Herman, Counter-Revolutionary Violence:
Bloodbaths in Fact and Propaganda (unknown publication location: Warner Modular
Publication, 1973), 22-24.

169s0utheast Asia office under the Assistant Secretary of Defense (Systems
Andyss), Southeast Asa Analyss Report, September-October 1970, 19.

1701pid., 30.
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the Government of Vietnam cadres"171 |t encouraged neighbors to report on each other.
Taken literdly, a Vietnamese villager could tell the Phoenix operativesthat a certain
didiked neighbor was saying bad things about the government, and if the local Phoenix
personnel took the report serioudy, they would start a dossier on the unfortunate
neighbor. Three such reports and the neighbor faced possible an tri detention.

Obvioudy, such a procedure hardly encouraged free political debate in the
villages. It isimpossibleto tell how many innocent Vietnamese faced such detention for
smply voicing their opinion or making one too marny comments on the corruption in the
government. While interviewing William Colby, a question on this topic received the
most angry response, even more o than the questions of nation. Colby defended

the procedure:

It was defending againgt an infiltration. Defending againgt people within your society
who are working for the enemy. . . . it wasjust anindicator. . . . What's the chief of the
prosalyting section going to be doing? He's going to be going around bitching and
complaining about the government. Now that doesn't mean that everybody who bitches
and complains about the government is the chief of the prosdyting squad.

When asked if, as according to the SOP, al people complained about the government
should be considered suspects, Colby denied that was the case:

Not necessarily, if that's dl you have, some guy complains taxes are too high, that
doesn't make him aVCI. That's an inadequate report. . . . | mean if the nature of the
war isto try to get the people to work for this Sde as against working for that side,
and somebody is vigoroudy putting out stories, he's obvioudy an agent trying to
achievetha. And thefact that he doesn't carry agun is not rlevant to the fact that he
can be avery important member of the conspiracy thet istrying to overthrow the

government.172

171phoenix SOP #3, as read into record by Congressman Pete McCloskey in U.S.
Assgance Programsin Vietnam, 195.

172 mbassador William Colby, Interview with author, 29 March 1989,
Washington, D.C., tape recording.
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In other words, because it was awar, certain personal freedoms had to be compromised.
Colby fredy admitted that the guidelines made for easy abuse of the system, but the rules
needed a certain amount of leeway:

... | don't want to be purigtic here, you have afight going on with a subversive force.
Y ou better know who the force is, you better build up a set of files so you know who
your enemy is. And what their saying. It,simportant if you're going to fight that kind

of awar. A politica war. . .. Areyou going to send that guy to jail just because of [a
gtatement againgt high taxes|? No. All the SOP's say no, you can't send him just for

that. That'sa[low] level comment. But it'srelevant.173

TheVCI ABC's

Importantly for the Phoenix program, the PSCs, not the military or police units,
had the final word in the classification of captured VCI. Phoenix divided the VCI into
three categories, "A" (leaders and formal party members), "B" (lower-leve cadre who
held some responsibility) or "C" (troops and followers with no redl rank or power).174
The VVCI category was important, asit determined the severity of the sentencing and
length of detention the individua received. Improper classifications led to the release of
high-level VCI or to mideading assumptions about the degree of damage the Viet Cong
had suffered in agiven area. Categorization eased with the introduction of the "Green
Book." Thefirg edition appeared in December 1968 under its officid title, "Current
Breakout of VCI Executive and Significant Cadres.” The book was an attempt on the

part of Phoenix leadership to improve the accuracy of progress reports, to aid in the

173colby, Interview with athor.

174Colby and Forbath, 268.
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targeting of key VCI members, and to help standardize V Cl sentencing throughout South
Vietnam. 175
When the PSC sentenced suspects, category "A" VCI generdly received two

years, the maximum alowed with adminigrative detention, but that was dmost dways
extended for such high level VCI. "B's' generaly received one to two years, extended in
about half the cases, and "C's' one year or less, with few extensions. 176 In practice,
"C's" often gained releases or escaped after little or no administrative procedure 177
Although aproblem, these "C" leve releases, according to William Colby, actudly aided
pecification:

... the category "C" were the onesthat | wanted to recruit. The best way to defest a

guerillais not to shoot him; it'sto recruit him. Because when you can get him to

come to your sde, you've not only reduced the enemy by one, you add one to you.
So you've got adouble effect. If you just shoot him dl you've done is reduced the

enemy by one; you're not adding anything to your strength.178
On the other hand, there was a so the constant problem of category "A" and "B" cadre
escaping or bribing their way out of custody. This chronic problem plagued the Phoenix
program throughout its existence. 179
The lack of an effective prisoner accounting system alowed many VCI to either
escape prison unnoticed, or to bribe or cgole their way out. Most weekly and yearly

reports cited this recurring problem. The 1968 report states, "[t]here are dso indications

175phung Hoang/Phoenix, "Current Breskout of VVCI Executive and Significant
Cadres," 1 January 1970, i.

176Colby and Forbath, 274.

177sputheast Asia Analysis Paper, December 1968, 51.

178colby, Interview with athor.

179s0utheast Asia Analysis Paper, June-July 1971, 7.
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that VCI cadres with sufficient influence can prevent loca officids from taking action
against them, avoid apprehension, or gain easy release after capture 180 One report, in
December 1968, lists as one of the Phoenix program's two principa operationd
problems, "imprisonment agencies and the failure of the GVN prison and judicid system
to hold more than afraction of the VCI arrested. . . . The lack of astrong judicid and
prison system has meant that as much as 70% of the VCI members arrested may be
released within ayeer after they are detained." 181 For 1968, it was estimated that more
than 13,000 prisoners gained early releases. Between May and September, more VCI
members actually escaped or disappeared from the prison system then the Phoenix
program neutralized! 182 Such a situation thwarted officia efforts a diminating the

VCI. Once prisoners had undergone interrogation, the Phoenix program relinquished
control over them, after which they al too often smply disgppeared before or shortly
after sentencing. 183 Although a new system for tracking prisoners, the VCI
Neutrdization Information System (VCINIS) was initiated in January 1970, but more
than ayear later areport stated that the South Vietnamese judicia machinery was
"leaky."184 |f it was unable to prevent VVCI from escaping the prison system, at least the
VCINIS did show exactly how many VCI lesked out (2,004 in 1970).185

180"PHOENIX Year End Report - 1968," 12.

181syytheast Asia Analysis Paper, December 1968, 52.

182)pid., 63.
183)pid., 54.

184southeast Asia Analysis Paper, September-October 1970, 29; Southeast Asia
Anaysis Paper, June-July 1971, 7; "Phung Hoang 1969 End of Y ear Report,” 16.

185s0utheast Asia Analysis Paper, June-July 1971, 7.
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Interrogation and Detention Centers

Interrogation and detention centers persisted as one of the greatest problems of
Phoenix advisors and directors. Despite the fact that the Phoenix program did not
directly operate them nor bear any clear responsibility for them, the interrogation and
detention centers were essentia to the proper functioning of the program. Therefore they
cannot be left out of an assessment of the program. The centers served the needs of the
Phoenix program, as wdll as of the regular police and military units. Plagued by escapes,
bribery, overcrowding, abysma record keeping, indiscriminate torture and antiquated
facilities, the South Vietnamese interrogation and detention centers proved to be both an
embarrassment and a weakness for the Phoenix program, and the pacification effort as a
whole,

The 1968 year end report for Phoenix describes detention facilities in South
Vietnam as "inadequate in many arees"186 Each province had its own Provincia
Interrogation Center (PIC), which operated under the jurisdiction of the Specia Branch
of the National Police 187 The PICs served as holding areas aswell, and they earned a
notorious reputation for squalor and torture. Saigon Police reportedly had asaying, " If
they are innocent best them until they become guilty."188 An tri detention hearings
dlowed the use of "interrogation statements' and confessions from suspects held in PICs.
That practice encouraged the use of torture to gain such confessions of guilt. Torture was

not uncommon, but it did go againg officid Phoenix policy. Discusson of the conditions

186"PHOENIX Y ear End Report - 1968," 9.

187Howard Frazier, ed., Unclosking the CIA (New York: The Free Press, 1978),
Essay by John D. Marks, 15-16.

188 Washington Post, 17 February 1970.
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in the facilities died down in the later years of the program, but the conditions remained
bad, as testified to in various media reports and congressiona hearings.

One anonymous CIA operative admitted to the problemsin the PICs, but he
played down the American influence there. He indicated that the Americans could only

do so much to prevent the torture and other problems:

... | can't think of ever setting out or even wanting somebody to be hurt or maimed
or killed. Therewereillegdities, but they werelittleillegdities. And when someone
got hurt, generdly spesking, it would be when we [the American advisorg] didn't

have pure control of the operation. 189
He conjectured that the underlying reason for the problemsin the PICs could be found in
an inherent Vietnamese propengity for brutdity. He argued that the Americans did their
best to follow regulations and maintain constant supervision of the PICs, but they could
not be everywhere and the Vietnamese would do what they were going to do--once the

Americans had |eft;

| had those things [the PICs] neat and clean and orderly. And then the next thing I'd
find isthat in one province some Vietnamese had gotten the hdll besten out of him.
That was never authorized or directed. We could raise dl kinds of hell, and it was
liketalking to astonewadl. . . . The CIA assumed an awful ot of blame. Our only
respongbility wasto set these things up. . . . We did have some power over the
Specid Branch too, since we were supporting and financing them. But the torture,
there were times when we even didn't know about it. We'd hear about it because
some newspaperman was floating through the area, and somehow hed find out. We'd
read about the torture in the paper, and wed get a cable from Saigon asking: What in
the name of God is happening in your damn PIC now? But we never, as an agency,

instigated either torture or violence. 190
This statement indicates that torture was fairly widespread, especidly when the
Americans were e sawhere. But, it dso indicates that the advisors suspected that it

continued, and thus bear some of the respongbility. The operative further claimed that

189Quoted in Marks, 15-16.
1901 pi.
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the CIA maintained considerable influence over the police Specia Branch, yet despite
that fact proved ineffective in hating the torture.

CORDS initiated a program of prison improvement and expansion in 1967. The
program included both fortification, to protect againgt Viet Cong attacks, and expansion
to reduce overcrowding. Medica care and sanitary facilitiesimproved aswell. CORDS
had six U.S. Federa Bureau of Prisons personnel in Vietnam to assist and advise.
Funding increased from $78,000 in 1967, to a high of $1,199,700 in 1968 and an average
of $540,300 per year for the years 1969-72. According to Colby, the prisoner mortaity
rate dropped from 1.56 per thousand per month in 1967 to .36 per thousand per month in
1970. CORDS continued to assign advisors to aregular ingpection program of PICs,
prisons and detention centers, but it charged the South Vietnamese Government with
following up on the advisor's reports and recommendations 191

In 1971 hearings Congressman William S. Moorhead directly asked William
Colby about the alegations of torture under the Phoenix program:

Mr. MOORHEAD. Y ou mentioned that there have been some abuses. Have any of
your subordinates reported to you instances of torture being used under the Phoenix
program?

Ambassador COLBY. We have had reports of afew through our channels. We
have dso had dlegations to the Nationd Assembly and in the Vietnamese press of
thiskind of thing. We have looked into these. On occasion we have found abuses, as
| say, unjustifiable abuses, and in collaboration with the Vietnamese authorities we

have moved to stop that sort of nonsense 192

Later, Colby added his rather pragmatic reasons for opposing torture:

If you want to get bad intelligence you use bad interrogation methods. If you want to
get goad intelligence you had better use good interrogation methods. Y ou will get

191y S, Assistance Programs in Vietnam, 229.

192Quoted in U.S. Assistance Programsin Vietnam, 186.
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what the fellow thinks you want to hear if you use the wrong methods. Thisisthe
lesson we have been trying to put over with the people with whom we work. 193

On more than one occasion William Colby expressed his opposition to torture and other
illegd actsin connection with the Phoenix program. The Advisor Handbook (dated 20
November 1970) cautioned that:

Participation in actions contrary to law are expresdy prohibited. If violaions are
observed, the advisor isto make his objections known, cease any participation in the
illegd activity, and make afull report of the incident to hisimmediate superior for

corrective action. 194
The 1971 hearings indicated that twenty-one Americans ingpected the forty-four PICsin
South Vietnam. 195 Sometimes they were present for interrogations, but evidence

indicates that they did not participate in or condone torture. Colby wrote:

U.S. personnd are primarily advisors with respect to GVN interrogation of VC or
NVA suspects. Thusthey are sometimes present, sometimes not; they sometimes
make suggestions with respect to questioning, and sometimes do not. Thereisno
fixed rulein this regard, other than that of helping GVN personne to meet

professona (and ethical) interrogation standards. 196
Neverthdess, even Colby's Saigon legd advisor admitted, "[€]verybody who was there
accepted torture as routine."197 The general consensus seemed to be that the Vietnamese

tortured no matter what, sometimes for the smple pleasure of causing pain, and the

193 pid., 190.
194*Phung Hoang, Advisor Handbook," 13.

195\ S, Assistance Programs in Vietnam, 214.

1961 pid., 226.

197Michael Drosnin, "Phoenix: the CIA's biggest assassination program, New
Times, 22 August 1975, 22.
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Americans could do little to prevent it. 198 Another former CIA operative who worked

for the Phoenix program admitted to a good cop-bad cop format:

Wed often have a V Cl suspect brought to [the outside] compound--we were
accustomed to air-conditioning and didn't want to St around a crummy, hot, PIC on a
hard wooden bench, . . . Weld give the prisoner acigarette or a cup of coffee and offer
him an dternative. Either he could cooperate with us, or he could go back to the PIC

with his countrymen. . . . They generally talked. 199
The inability of the American advisors to manage any dramatic improvementsin
the prisons, or especidly to prevent torture, was one of the most obvious problems
surrounding the Phoenix program. Technicaly, the prison system was not operated by
the program, but advisors and personnel from Phoenix often witnessed torture and
abysmd conditions--and did little to improve maiters. Officid policy differed from

practice, acommon alment of Phoenix.

Condlusons

For the most part, Phoenix organizers based the program on South Vietnamese
legd precedent or existing laws and proclamations. However, the Americans did not
hestate to change or add laws where it was thought it might enhance the effectiveness of
the program. Whether through good intentions or merely because of frugtration,
American influence prompted the South Vietnamese to modify their legd system in order
to increase its speed and efficiency, and even to provide some semblance (however thin)
of legal protection for the accused. Since the American and South Vietnamese
governments officidly recognized the conflict asa"war" rather than a case of internd

dissention, they had more freedom of action in assigning captured guerillas ether civil or

198)pid., 21.

199Quoted in Drosnin, 21.
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PW datus. Despite the improvements, even had the system worked as well as the
Americans envisoned, it seems unlikely such an arrangement would have been accepted

if imposed inthe U.S.
Unfortunately, human rights occupied alow priority in the South Viethamese

legd system, even after many American inspired improvements. It is clear that the
Phoenix organizers did not condone torture, and even actively discouraged it. It dso
appears obvious that some individuad Americans ignored such officia discouragement
and while not likely to actudly participate in the action themsdlves, did not risk their
gatus with the South Vietnamese by attempting to prevent it. Responghility for such
actsfdls mostly on the South Vietnamese, but obvioudy the Americans could have used
their influence and control to prevent such atrocities. Most reports indicate the detention
facilities did improve due to American indstence and aid, but that fact does not make up
for the inability to prevent torture or reduce periods of detention without trid.

Whether an tri detention is perceived as an excuse for detention without evidence
or nat, it was certainly not unprecedented in the world or even unique to South Vietnam.
Many, if not most underdeveloped countriesin the world today have smilar laws.

During wartime, the United States has often resorted to such measures, such asthe
confining of the Japanese- Americans to camps in World War 11, and the sedition laws of
World War I. Many Americans understandably found an tri detention unacceptable
during the Vietnam War, but it is difficult to condemn alaw thet is found acceptablein so
many other nations.
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CHAPTER IV
PHOENIX EFFECTIVENESS

While critics and supporters held differing views on most aspects of the Phoenix
program, they generdly agreed on the issue of effectiveness. Green Berets, CIA agents,
and even Phoenix originators publicly admitted thet the program fell far short of
expectations, doing little perceptible damage to the VCI. Phoenix founder Robert Komer
himsdf described the program in 1971 as "a smdll, poorly managed, and largdly
ineffective effort, though some attrition of the VCI has taken place."200 Few Phoenix
advisors dared to claim much success, and many vented their problems and complaintsto
the media. Sir Robert Thompson, perhaps one of the leading specidists on counter-
guerillawarfare and widdly quoted by the press, supported the concept of the Phoenix
program, but claimed in 1970 that the program was not doing itsjob.201 Even former
Phoenix director and primary pundit William Colby admitted that "[i]t has been no grest
success, but we are working on it."202 Anti-war activists claimed that Phoenix actions
againg the VCI injured more innocents than it did guerillas. Only the Phoenix program's
staunchest supporters, MACV datigtics, and (after the fal of South Vietnam) former Viet
Cong, tell adifferent story.

200Robert Komer, "Impact of Pacification on Insurgency in South Vietnam,"
Journd of Internationa Affars, Volume XXV, 1971, number 1.

201Tad Szulc, "Expert Now Gloomy In Report to Nixon On Vietcong Power,”
New York Times, 3 December 1970, 1.

202Quoted in Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Vietnam:
Policy and Prospects, 1970, Civil Operations and Rural Devel opment Support Program,
91« Cong., 2nd sess., 17-20 February, 3, 4, 17,19 March 1970, 25.
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Since the end of the Vietnam War many have changed their evauations of the
effectiveness of Phoenix. The emotionaly charged war years generated many myths
which have since disspated. The very targets of the Phoenix program, the Viet Cong and
North Vietnamese, have openly and frankly discussed the program. Findly, MACV
ddtidtics have gained greater attention with the redlization that they are considerably

more accurate than many had previoudy believed during the war.

Phoneix Effectiveness. Sdf- Assessment

For measuring the progress of pacification and security in South Vietnam,
CORDS and MACYV tapped avariety of sources. Advisors filed weekly and monthly
datistica reports on the VCI in their respective areas of operation. Smilarly, both
MACYV and Phoenix personnd filed reports of detention and interrogation facilities,
following periodic ingpections. Every month, the elaborate Hamlet Evaluation System
(HES) monitored the level of government control over the thousands of hamlets included
in the overdl pacification effort. The Peacification Attitudes Andlysis System (PAAS)
conducted opinion polls among the rurd Vietnamese. The Southeast Asa Divison of the
Office of the Assstant Secretary of Defense for Systems Anayss analyzed most of this
data. Information specidists deciphered the information, converted it into intelligible

terms, and subsequently published it in periodic Southeast Asa Analyss Reports.
Robert Komer, while sometimes critical of the reports, caled them "the best single source
available on how the conflict was redlly going."203

The gatigtics in the Southeast Asa Anadysis Reports and from other agencies

clearly indicate that the VVCI dtrition rate increased steadily from the time of the Phoenix

program'sinception. Part of the increaseis explained by the military's additiona

203Thomas C. Thayer, War Without Fronts. The American Experiencein
Vietnam (Boulder: Westview Press, 1985), xxii.
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emphasis on attacking the VCI, but part can dso be attributed to the early efforts of the
Phoenix program itsdf. Phoenix offices throughout South Vietnam began stressing the
attack on the VCI from the moment of their organization, redirecting alarge portion of
military efforts towards operations againg VCI targets. As Phoenix matured, it
heightened in intengity againgt the VCI. The program focused its attacks specificaly
againg identified and targeted VVCI, as opposed to the regular military forces which
usually encountered the VCI in the course of general operations 204 Surprisingly,
however, even after Phoenix had a chance to stabilize and function according to design, it
gtill only accounted for arelatively smdl percentage of total VCI neutrdizations.

The Phoenix program rarely claimed more than twenty percent of the total VCl
neutrdizations for any given period. At firg glance thisfigure would indicate ardativey
low leve of effectiveness, but the percentage alone was deceptive. Since the Phoenix
program primarily targeted specific VCI, in contrast to the more generd, large-scae
regular military operations, it generaly diminated individuas rather than groups of VCI.
For the program to target an individuad, it required enough evidence on the person to
judtify a least an tri detention. The military forces, however, encountered VCI in combeat
operations, and thus needed no legd grounds for a neutraization. These generd
operations adversdy affected the military sections of the VCI, but rarely damaged the
higher-level political leadership. The Phoenix program attacked VCl who normally
would not be affected in the course of regular military operations. In addition, the
program utilized far fewer personnel and resources than did the military operations.

Thus, while the program accounted for fewer VCI losses than the regular military forces,
it assailed an dmost impregnable aspect of the VCI that otherwise would not be serioudy

damaged, and did it using fewer resources. Estimating the full extent of damage to the

204s0utheast Asia office under the Assistant Secretary of Defense (Systems
Andyss), Southeast Asia Analysis Reports, October 1968-February 1971.
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VCI by the Phoenix program is both complex and, with current sources available,
impossible to verify.

To measure the destruction of the VCI, one hasto consider both quantitative and
quditetive factors, i.e. the sheer numbers neutraized (using the terminology of the time)
and the "qudlity” of those neutrdizations. The qudity of a neutrdization depended on the
VCI member'sleve of authority and the information he provided to his captors. 1n other
words, Smply neutrdizing a certain number of VCl membersin a given time period
indicated only one leve of effectiveness. Not indicated were the numbers of neutralized
VCI members who actudly occupied high-level VCI |leadership posts, the primary target
of the program. Thisadso did not indicate how many willingly offered information about
the VCI.

For the Phoenix program to be truly successful, it had to damage the often
irreplacegble high-level leadership of the VCI. The Viet Cong could recover rather essily
from low-level VCI neutrdizations. By inflicting casudties on the higher VCI echelons,
Phoenix caused relatively serious damage to its enemy. The Southeast AsaAndysis

Reports described the primary target of Phoenix in thisway:

The Viet Cong infrastructure, like any complex organization, is more sengtive
to the loss of high level, experienced, leaders than to loss of rank-and-file members.
The organization can sudtain fairly large losses of the latter without losing too much
effectiveness. Losses of high-leve personnel damage the organization far more
serioudy, even when they are few in number, compared to rank-and-file losses.
Thus, the importance of the VCI neutraized is an important consideration in

assessing progress. 205
Therefore, the Phoenix program did not waste its resources againgt the multitudes
of common Viet Cong soldiers and laborers, dl expendable to at least some degree.
Insteed, the program turned to the brains and leadership of the Viet Cong. Table 2 below

205southeast Asia Andlysis Reports, September-October 1970, 25.
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offersingght into just how much the qudity of the neutralizations improved over the

most active years of the program.

Table 2.--VCI Neutrdizations, 1968-70206

Percent of Total VCI Rated

Y ear Totd VCI Neutralized  asMediumto High Leve
1968 15,776 15.2%
1969 19,534 21 0%
1970 22,341 32.8%

Showing the percentage of neutrdizations rated as high leve (digtrict leve and
above), does not indicate whether the VCI in question were killed, captured, or rdlied.
As noted earlier, one of the Phoenix Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) handbooks
prioritized neutrdizations as follows

1. Recruit in place

2. Induce defection ("rdly”)

3. Capture

4.Kill

5. Wound

6. Neutrdize (in this use meaning loss of effectiveness)

Recruitment in place and defection congtituted the most quditatively acceptable
neutrdizations. Thus, recruiting ahigh-level VCI leader was afar superior neutrdization
than merdy killing alow-level VCI member.

206"PHOENIX Year End Report - 1968," 18; "Phung Hoang, Phoenix 1969 End
of Year Report,” C-5-1; "Phung Hoang 1970 End of Y ear Report,” Appendix 3.

102



103

For example, in 1969, Phoenix claimed respongibility for 19,534 neutralizations.
Of that number, 8,515 were captured, 4,832 rdlied, and the rest were killed in action
(KIA).207 Since the captured, and especialy the rallied VVCI, brought vital information
about the infrastructure with them, they proved far more valuable to subsequent Phoenix
operations. Cooperative VCI provided names of othersin their organization, locations of
bases, details of planned operations, and other data. Naturaly, the Phoenix program
worked best when rallied or captured VCI members talked, leading Phoenix operatives to
others who in turn offered more information. Dead VCl members became mere Satistics.

In 1968, the program'sfirst full year of operation, intelligence reports indicated
that of the 15,000 VCI listed as "diminated,” only thirteen percent had functioned above
thelocal level, and of those, only ten individuals had occupied high-level positions 208
This meant that while the program may have been attacking the VVCl, it generdly failed to
reach the vitd high-levdl leadership. Therefore, it inflicted rather minor damage to the
VCI. The 1968 Phoenix annua report summarized the year this way:

What |osses the VCI has suffered gpparently have not unduly hampered its
functioning. . . . VCI personnd losses have not yet gpproached the critical stage. Nor

doesiit appeer likely that they will in the near future. 209
In addition, many of the VCI neutrdizations did not actudly satisfy Phoenix criteriafor a
successful neutralization, sSince the South Vietnamese ether released the suspect shortly
after capture, or reclassified them because they turned out to be low-leve Viet Cong

207"Phung Hoang, Phoenix, End of Year Report, 1969," C-1-1

20850utheast Asia Analysis Reports, December 1968, 61; "Historica Review of
the PHUNG HOANG/PHOENIX Program from July 1968 to December 1970," 22. Itis
important to keep in mind that no Phoenix datitics include the month of February 1968,
the month of the Tet Offensve.

209Phoenix Year End Report-1968," 1.
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cadre rather than VCI. Even usng the inflated figures of VCI listed as neutralized,
intelligence analysts estimated that the VCI could easly withstand such losses:

... assuming that a 30% attrition rate will greetly reduce the effectiveness of any
province's VCI (astandard to the military assumption that 30% casudties renders a
combat unit ineffective), we are not destroying the VCI in more than five to ten

provinces [out of forty-four in South Vietnam].210

While the Phoenix program improved its results up through 1970 and 1971, the
program's own analysts never harbored any illusons that it might completely destroy the
VCI. Theprimary goa from early on appears to have been to keep the VCI on the
defensve so that they would no longer be able to operate fredly.

If the high estimate of 111,000 VCI functioning in 1968 is accepted (the estimated
number varied wildly depending on the originating agency or intelligence organization;
Colby claimed a number closer to 80,000 for 1968),211 then the Phoenix program
neutralized twelve percent.212 The twelve percent figure is deceptive, for Phoenix
andydts edimated that after reducing the figure by the number of V Cl who escaped
detention, were inadvertently released, or who turned out to be only low-level cadre, the
estimated losses of the VCI in 1968 may have been as low as five percent.213 The VCl
easly replaced such losses.

Classfication of neutralized V CI in 1968 can only be described as haphazard at
best. Consequently, Colby tried to improve classifications by introducing dricter criteria

210sputheast Asia Analysis Reports, September 1968, 59.

211v/igtnam: Policy and Prospects, 1970, 33.

212Edimated number of VVCl is by the Office of the Assistant Secretary of
Defense (Comptroller); Southeast Asa Andyss Reports, September 1968, 51.

213 pid.
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for dlassfying neutralizations in an effort to reduce abuses againgt innocent civilians and

improve the targeting of the program.214 As Colby described it,

During 1968 they did not have precise definitions of who wasaVCl and,
consequently, pretty much everyone who was arrested was included asa VVCl in those
figures. By 1969, these sharpened up a bit, and many people who were actudly

captured and arrested as VC could not be classified as VCI for this program.215

By 1969, the Phoenix |leadership corrected some of the more serious classification
problems, but even so the statistics indicated pogtive results. That year, twenty-one
percent of the VCI neutrdizations eiminated high-level members, a huge improvement
over 1968. Twenty-one of the neutrdized VCI were from COSVN, an area of the VCI
that had been virtually untouched in 1968.216 Despite the use of the Stricter criteria for
the classfication of VCl, the Phoenix program still managed to neutraize more VCI than
in 1968. In 1970, the criteriafor rating VCI changed one more time, and VVCI could now
only be listed as neutrdized after conviction and sentencing. It was areform that should
have come much sooner. 1t meant avirtuad end to the not-uncommon practice of
rounding up innocent civiliansto fulfill Phoenix quotas, Since the grounds for conviction
of such civilians rardy materidized.

The fact that the program did gpprehend alarge number of civilians and then
released them did not enhance its reputation or gppearance of efficiency. The errant
arrest and tria of innocents could not have been conducive to good relations with the
generd population. To be able to count on the population's support, the Phoenix program
needed public favor and respect. Fase arrests did not help these rdations. The Southeast

214MACCORDS-PHX, "Historical Review of the PHUNG HOANG/PHOENIX
Program from July 1968 to December 1970," 27 November 1970, 21. Hereafter cited as
"Higtorica Review."

215V/iegtnam:_Policy and Prospects, 1970, 320.

216Higorica Review, 22.
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AsaAndyss Reports estimated that thirteen percent, or one in every eight people

arrested, was ultimately released after trid. Unfortunatdly, few Phoenix documents
address this problem, so it can only be assumed that the incarceration of innocents did not
rate as a high-priority problem with the program leadership.

The year 1970 proved to be one of the most successful years for Phoenix. The

Southeast Asa Anaysis Reports congratulated the program on a number of

improvements, including the quality of neutralizations, and a noticesble declinein
estimated VVCI strength.217 The utilization of computers, in what was known as the VCI
Neutrdization Information System (VCINIS), stood out as one 1970 improvement. The
computer banks basically stored al the information that had been written on filing cards.
The computers improved the speed and search capatiilities of the Phoenix officesin
which it was used. Despite some early problems, the computer system eventudly did
work, dthough its effects on the program seem difficult to gauge. Once the Americans
had pulled out of Vietnam, the system did not last long, and it quickly fell into disuse218
The following year, 1971, may have been the last year that the Phoenix program
enjoyed adequate American support. Even then, MACV pulled out many advisors on
short notice as part of the troop reductions. The army forced two advisors who later
wrote of their experiences, Herrington and Donovin, to leave ether after extensions had
aready been approved, or otherwise premature to the ends of their hitches. They both
left in 1972, aperiod of the greastest American withdrawals. Cook extended his tour as
much as he could, but he too was forced to leave as early as 1970. It isimportant to note

that the regular American combat troops left ahead of the advisors, but the advisors could

217sputheast Asia Analysis Reports, September-October 1970, 14.

218pid., 19; Colby, Interview with author.
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not stay much longer. Once the army scheduled thier departure, no amount of influence
or pleading could change the army's decision.219

Tota dedtruction of the guerillainfrastructure occurred in only afew didricts and
provinces during the war. Asde from those exceptions, the full effect of damage
inflicted on the VCI could only be measured quantitatively with the grestest of difficulty
and inaccuracies. Therefore, besides the sheer numbers of VCI neutralized, it helpsto
examine the secondary effects of the program.

The higher attrition rates created by the Phoenix program and the other
pecification efforts made being aVCl ahigh-risk career choice. The VCI recruiters and
tax collectors maintained closer contact with the generd population than any other VCI,
and thus proved especidly vulnerable to identification and neutrdization. Asthe atrition
rates increased, the importance of recruiting replacements increased as well, making the
VCI recruiters especidly vitd to the guerillamovement. In addition, the atrition rate,
though never high enough to thregten tota eimination of the infrastructure, was serious
enough to cause concern for their personal safety among potential recrtits.220 One

Phoenix document, abeit biased, clamed,

VC "recruiting” agents who had formerly been able to fill the ranks under the
guise of giving the head of the family an opportunity to ‘volunteer' a son or daughter
to fight for ‘freedom’ now had to resort to outright kidnapping of adolescent children.
VC tax collectors had to resort to methods amounting to armed robbery to fill their

coffers. 221
Such actions obvioudy hurt the Viet Cong's acceptance and perception by the genera
population. The VCI dso suffered from the replacements for its casudties.

219Cook, Herrington and Donovin dl relate Similar experiences & the conclusion
of their memoirs

220"Higorica Review," 23-24.

221)pid., A-5.
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Theleved of atrition forced VCI personnd to fill critical vacancies with cadre
neither trained nor experienced at first. Cadre not familiar with their new postions could
not be as effective as those they replaced.222 The Nationd Liberation Front (NLF)
consdered it of primary importance to fill al positions vacated due to attrition despite the
low qudlifications of the replacements. The reason for thispolicy lay inthe NLF's
propaganda daims of a legjitimate government already in place in South Vietnam.223
Gapsin the "shadow government” made it difficult to support these dams.

Thethird effect, related to the attrition, was the increasing numbers of North
Vietnamese military filling in the numbers of the Viet Cong postions vacated by
casudties. Asmentioned earlier, the South Vietnamese often resented the North
Vietnamese. This resentment affected the guerillas directly in the loss of logistic support
offered by the rura population. Further, idedly guerillas were to operate in their home
areasto utilize their tactica knowledge of the aress and family sructures. By utilizing
North Vietnamese to fill many of these postions, the Viet Cong lost some of their
advantages.

CORDS estimated that in 1965, the Viet Cong consisted of seventy-five percent
South Vietnamese and twenty-five percent North Vietnamese membership. In 1970, after
the huge losses of the Tet Offensive in 1968, as well as other guerilla offensves, and
after the congtant attrition due to pacification efforts, the ratio of North to South
Vietnamese had become virtually reversed. Colby estimated the Viet Cong in 1970 to be
seventy-two percent northerners, and only twenty-eight percent South Viethamese--a
substantial and significant change.224

222\pid., 23-24.
223 pid.

224Quoted in Vietnam: Policy and Prospects, 1970, 198.
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The Phoenix program, and pacification as awhole, increased pressure onthe VCI.
The early ineffectiveness of the program gave way to agenerd overdl increasein the
pressure on the VVCI, with some exceptionaly devastating operations, and other Phoenix
offices doing absolutely no damage to the VCI. MACV datistics and reports, at leadt,
indicate that the program worked in enough instances to cause serious problemsto the

VCI.

Phoenix Effectiveness Advisors Assessments

The American advisors, Sationed at the province, digtrict, and nationa levels,
made up the heart of the Phoenix program. They tackled the day-to-day problems and
carried out the operations againg the VCI. Despite the smilarity of their hands-on
participation required by their occupations, the advisors voiced awide variety of opinions
on the effectiveness and efficiency of the Phoenix program. Many spoke candidly with
the press about their problems.

A common advisor assessment of the program was that it Smply was not doing
what it was supposed to do, or aswdll asit ought to. Part of the problem may have been
the typical American impatience with their Vietnamese counterparts. Many advisors
exaggerated their problems to dramatize their plight. Reporter Robert G. Kaiser quoted
one advisor gating, "[t]he most important point about Phoenix, isthat it isn't
working."225 |t was acomment heard from many advisors. A senior province advisor
from Baclieu Province basicaly agreed, saying that the program was modtly effective
against low level VCI cadre but, "ineffective againgt the hard core" VVCI |eadership.226

225Robert G. Kaiser, ., "U.S. Aidesin Vietnam Scorn Phoenix Project,”
Washington Pogt, 17 February 1970, A-10.

226Quoted in Gloria Emerson, "U.S. Advisers Voicing Doubts on Saigon's Desire
to Push Operation Phoenix," New Y ork Times, 26 October 1971, 2.
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John Paul Vann, aformer military advisor who in 1970 was head of the American
advisory effort in the ddlta, tedtified to the U.S. Senate,

... | consder [Phoenix] an essentia program that has not become anywhere near as
effective aswe bdieve it can be. | aso am well aware that, like any other program in
Vietnam, it has its share of abuses, and by its very nature it is one which is extremey

vulnerable to being misused. It requires agreet dedl of supervision.227
Vann's vast experience a dl levels of operation in Vietnam highlights the
importance of hiscomments. In his own didtrict, advisor Stuart Herrington was unable to
revive what was left of aneglected Phoenix program, but the tactics he evolved himsdf
closdly pardlded the design of the program. Herrington presented an example of how a
properly run Phoenix operation should have functioned using a friend's digtrict as an
example. Advisor Tim Miller crested amodd Phoenix operation in a Trang Bang, near

Herrington's own didrict.

... Timredlized that only the patient preparation of dossiers on each Vietcong agent
could insure that, once captured, the target would be convicted under Vietnamese
law. Sincethe Vietnamese lacked the expertise and the facilities to implement such
an experiment, Tim kicked off his project as a unilatera American effort -- which

would be gradually Vietnamized as time went on."228
Miller built up the dossiers on the VCI in his digrict, and when amiddle-leve VCI
officer ralied in the fal of 1971, he quickly capitaized on the information offered. The
combination of the paingtakingly maintained dossiers and the defector's information led
to the arrest of twenty-eight other VCI members. When many of the new prisoners
disclosed information, the operation grew exponentidly, until a one point more than 100
former Viet Cong contributed information, and more than 300 had been captured.229

227Quoted in Vietnam: Policy and Prospects, 1970, 321.

228Herrington, 102.

229 pid., 105-6.
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Herrington was not aone in his view that Phoenix could and did work well in many
cases.

John L. Cook's memoirs of being an advisor aso portray a successful Phoenix
operation. He describes the Phoenix program as systematic and effective. In hisown
digrict, Cook hdped to virtudly diminate the VCI. Where Tim Miller used primarily
rallied and captured VCI to gain hisinformation, Cook rdlied predominantly on the filing
system. Cook, however, indicates amuch higher VCI mortdity rate then either Miller or
Herrington, which may help to explain why he did not utilize much information from
captured or rallied \VC1.230

Although many advisors criticized the Phoenix program to the press, in generd,
the advisors who made efforts to write of their experiencesin detail indicate a high leve
of effectiveness with the program. The detall usudly includes a condemnation of many
other advisors who managed only poor attempts at working with their Vietnamese
counterparts.231  The quality of advisors varied as much as the qudity of the Phoenix
programs.

The most griking festure of the American advisory effort reveded in the many
reports and books was the diversity of their success. It is entirely possible that one
advisor experienced and operated a successful Phoenix program in one didtrict, while
another advisor found exactly the opposite situation in a neighboring district. Thus, most
advisors spoke only of their own successes and problems, and their observations of the

Phoenix program as awhole remained limited.

Phoenix Effectiveness. The Viet Cong Assessment

230Cook, 299.

231} pid., 101. Cook listed the inability to get dong with the advisor's Vietnamese
counterpart as one of the biggest reasons for advisors being removed from their post.
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Perhaps the most powerful assertion regarding the Phoenix program's
effectiveness came from itstargets. Phoenix documents contain a number of statements
by Viet Cong leaders and summaries of captured documents which illuminate the level of
concern that the Phoenix program generated in its enemies. Likewise, interviewswith
former Viet Cong after the war, aswell as recent Vietnamese statements on the subject,
have aso confirmed that the program did cause the VCI serious problems.

Statements by high-level VCI leaders at the Second Congress of the Peopl€'s
Revolutionary Party (PRP) 2-17 September 1969, revedled anxiety over the damage the
Phoenix program caused and the difficulty of implementing effective defenses againg it.
Remarked one delegate,

At present, personne of the PHUNG HOANG intelligence organization are the most
dangerous enemies of the Revolution in suburban and rurd arees. They have

harassed us more than any other group and have caused us many difficulties 232
Post-war interviews support the Phoenix documents.

Author and journdist Stanley Karnow conducted interviews with severd
Vietnamese after thewar. One subject, Col. Bui Tin, aformer Viet Cong officer,
described the Phoenix program as being "devious and crud” and causing "the losses of
thousands of our cadres”" Gen. Tran Do, former deputy commander of the Communist
effort in South Vietnam, told Karnow that the program had been "extremely destructive,”
and Nguyen Co Thach, Vietnam's foreign minister after the war, admitted that the
program had forced many NVA and Viet Cong troops to retrest over the border to
Cambodia233 Dr. Duong Quynh Hoa, whom Karnow describes as "a prominent
Communist figure" damed that the "southern Communist politica organization wasto

232Quoted in "Phung Hoang, 1970 End Of Y ear Report," 45.

233Quoted in Karnow, 602.
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be badly battered by the CIA's Phoenix program,” in the year following the Tet
Offensive 234 Karnow was not donein his findings

Madame Nguyen Thi Dinh, aformer commander with the Viet Cong, sooke of the
Phoenix program shortly after the war. Apparently referring to the little-known agent
penetration efforts that made up part of the Phoenix program, she conceded that, "[w]e
never feared adivison of troops, but the infiltration of a couple of guysinto our ranks
crested tremendous difficulties for us"235

It was the Phoenix program's effectiveness, one VCl member called it the most
feared eement of pacification, that led to the VCI leadership's decison to strike back
againg the program.236 Many local VVCI leaders chose to focus their attacks against the
Phoenix program itsdf in hopes of mortaly wounding it beforeit fatdly dameged their
own organization. In away, these attacks can be consdered atribute to the effectiveness
of the program. It isnot surprising, then, that COSVN "Directive 136" called for direct
attacks on the program. VCI documents captured in Cambodiain May 1970 listed four
methods for rendering Phoenix programsineffective: assassinating or recruiting Phoenix
committee members, infiltrating the committees, attacking the committees and seizing the
files, and Smply strengthening internal security.237 When the destruction of the Phoenix
program was impractica, the VCI tried evasion ingtead. They tried to recruit more

"legd" cadre, meaning undercover members possessing legal South Vietnamese

234 pid., 534.

235Quioted in Nayan Chanda, "The Phoenix programme and the ashes of war,"
Far Eagtern Economic Review, 2 May 1985, 40.

236Hjstorica Review, 63

237Phung Hoang, 1970 End Of Year Report, 44-45.
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documentation and identification, who were somewhat more difficut for Phoenix to
attack.238
Almost without exception, Viet Cong sources during and after the war spoke of
the Phoenix program's high level of effectiveness. Colby suggested that they may have
mistakenly recognized other programs as part of Phoenix, but that too seems to indicate
an impressve leve of repect from the VCI. Unlike the advisors varied opinions, the

VClI's common voice is powerful tribute to the concern they had about the Phoenix

program.

Phoenix Forces: A Failure in Implementation

Phoenix forces conssted of avariety of paramilitary units, though the PRUs
proved time and again to be Phoenix's most proportionately effective units. The three
police branches, the National Police, the Nationa Police Field Forces, and the Specid
Police (aso known as the Specid Branch) made up the bulk of the designated Phoenix
forces, but they did not prove as useful to the program as other forces, nor nearly as
effective, man-for-man, as the PRUs.

The 15,000 strong nationwide police force, known as the Nationa Police Fidd
Force (NPFF), and the equally large Specia Police (SP) branch provided the main police
contribution to the Phoenix operations. The NPFF actually operated as a paramilitary
force, more soldiers than police in equipment and training. Each of the 263 didtrictsin
South Vietnam had a 46 man platoon of NPFF assigned to it, for both normal police-type
security and the specid Phoenix operations. The SP gathered and exploited intelligence,
operating more closaly (often in theory more than in fact) with the Phoenix program.239

238|pid., 44.

239illiam E. Colby, "Statement for the Record on the Security Aspects of
Pecification and Development,” Vietnam: Policy and Prospects, 1970, 720-21.
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The Phoenix program involved severd other forces aswell, including the Census
Grievance Cadre, the Revolutionary Development Cadre, the Armed Propaganda Teams,
and Military Security Teams, though for these units their primary missons did not
include directly neutraizing VCI. For example, the Armed Propaganda Teams primary
duties lay in influencing the Viet Cong and the rura population, not in hammering the
VCI. In practice, the regular military units accomplished the highest number of VCI
neutraizations, but only in generd, not specific operations. Of neutralizations by
Phoenix forces, more selective in their targeting and with higher leve targets, the police
forces and PRUs carried out more than ninety percert.240

By design, the Phoenix program relied primarily on the police forcesto carry out
attacks againgt the VVCI, but in practice Phoenix planners never successfully implemented
this plan. One reason for this failure might be the fact that USAID (independent of the
Phoenix program) advised the police forces, and probably did not offer the same
indoctrination in the Phoenix program that the other units received from MACV
advisors. 241 Severdly afflicted with rampant corruption and inefficiency, the police
forces proved resstant to change. The police maintained a permanent position at the low
end of the Vietnamese "pecking order," earning little respect from ether the other
Vietnamese military and paramilitary forces or the generd population. Officia Phoenix
documents recognized the problems with the Nationad Police (NP):

Asin many GVN agencies and services, the image of the NP suffered from

dlegations of corrupt activities. These are the result of a combination of
continuing inflation, retarded pay increases, inadequate numbers of qudified

240s0utheast Asia Analysis Reports, June-July, 1971, 6.

241 n fact, in 1969 USAID refused to use any of its resources in support of
Phoenix, a change of policy from 1968, and MACV had to fill the gap in support from
military sources. "Phoenix 1969 End of Y ear Report,” 12.
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middle and lower level |eaders, not to mention the acknowledged existence of

vendlity and opportunism in an unstable economic environment.242
For such reasons, the NP never fully earned the confidence of the American Phoenix
advisors. The problems had not been rectified by the end of American involvement in
1972. A briefing paper from the Phoenix program underlined the problem with the NP,
"athough the GVN has designated the Nationa Police as the primary operationa eement
for the atack againgt the VVCl, they have not been given meaningful authority to
implement the program throughout the Republic.243 The Americans did not trust the
police with the Phoenix program.

Advisors quickly learned to use units other than the NPFF to carry out Phoenix
missons. Former advisors John Cook and Stuart Herrington mentioned their preference
for the PRUs or RF/PFs (the RF/PFs were technicaly not even part of the Phoenix
forces) over the NP.244 The PRUS, though man for man the most effective of the
Phoenix units, could not handle dl the operations aone, due to their limited numbers.
Mogt VCI neutrdizations continued to be carried out by regular military forces and the
RF/PFs, who consstently neutrdized the largest numbers of VCI. The military forces
accounted for forty-four percent of VCI killed or captured in 1970, and rdliersto the

242"phung Hoang," proposed section on the Phoenix program to beincluded in
MACYV history, 27 February 1971, from RG 334, 74A, "CORDS Progress Phung Hoang
Department,” Nationd Archives and Records Center, Suitland, Md.

243Undated, Anonymous Briefing Paper, from RG 334, 74A, Box 1, selected
folders, "Vietnamization of PH Program,” (Generd) (Oct-Nov 71), located at the
Nationa Archives and Records Center, Suitland, Md, 6. The briefing begins "Mr.
Ambassador, Gentlemen . . . ," (presumably meaning ambassasor Colby or Komer) and is
included with asimilar briefing for the Prime Minigter (presumably of South Vietnam)
dated 19 November 1971. Heredfter cited as"Anonymous Briefing Paper."

244Co0k, 172-76, and elsewhere; Herrington, 12.
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Chieu Hoi amnesty program accounted for an additional twenty-eight percent of the
total. 249
In addition to poor organization and insufficient armament, mistrust between the
police and military intelligence sections in South Vietnam hindered effective coordinated

operations. Former advisor John Cook described the problem:

There was amutud fear that each was collecting information and "keeping book™ on
the other. The Nationd Police were afraid of the military in genera because the war
had increased the military's Sze and power. The military, on the other hand, was
aware of the fact that the war would not last forever, and there was widespread fear
that when the war did end the Nationa Police would turn the country into a police

state, taking action against any military not in favor with the police 246
Such adate of affars madeit difficult to coordinate and fully utilize the various
organizations involved in the Phoenix program. Interagency rivaries serioudy hindered
the operation of the program.

Asthe United States withdrew from the war, it gradudly tried to "Vietnamize' the
Phoenix program. The Americans chose the Nationa Police to receive control of the
program from MACV and, throughout 1969 and 1970, they transferred sections to the
police. Phoenix documents claim that a trend towards specific targeting rather than
generd targeting made the NP more suitable to take charge of the program then the
ARVN.247 A more redlistic reason might have been that most Americans considered the
ARVN to be even worse than the NP.

The police never lived up to American aspirations, and throughout the Phoenix
program'’s existence they continued to disgppoint their American advisors. In 1970, the
police, with 109,000 men, neutraized approximately 4,300 VCl, or 40 neutraizations per

245sputheast Asia Analysis Reports, September-October, 1970, 28.

246Co0k, 60.

247Phung Hoang 1970 End of Y ear Report, 24.
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1,000. The PRUSs, in contrast, neutralized 380 VCI per 1,000 men. The Americanstried
to improve the police forces through various "public safety” programs, but they showed
few results. One South Vietnamese generd summed up the National Police in areport on
pecification written after the war: "[|]eft to its own initiative, the politicaly-oriented
nationa police was generdly reluctant to take forceful actions and became ineffective
against the VCI."248 |n fairness, the police were the most lightly armed of al the
Phoenix forces, and thus often fared poorly when facing heavily armed guerillas. The
Phoenix |leadership may have expected too much from an organizetion origindly

designed to write traffic citations and settle domestic disputes.

248Byrig. Gen. Tran Dinh Tho, Padification (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army
Center of Military History, 1980), 73-74.
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Psychologicd Operations

Psychological operations (psyop) played an essentid part in the Phoenix program
and the grester Vietnam pacification program. In addition to attracting Viet Cong
defectors, or ralliers, psyops attempted to entice the rura Vietnamese to support their
government. Psyops used avariety of mediato influence both the guerillaand the
pessant, but the level of effectiveness can only be measured indirectly through the
numbers of Chieu Hoi raliers and individud villagers thet offered information damaging
to the VCI.

Psyop policy handbooks reved objectives for the support of the Phoenix program

1. To harass, disrupt, induce surrender or defection, or facilitate capture of
the VCI.

2. To induce the South Vietnamese people to cooperate in providing
information which will contribute to the nevitralization of the VCI.249

When successfully implemented, both of these objectives assisted the Phoenix program
enormoudy. Influencing Viet Cong to defect proved to be the more successful of the two
objectives.

All the mgor Vietnam memoirs of American advisors describe VCI defectorsasa
primary sources of information. In Stuart Herrington's estimation, raliers played key
rolesin destroying the VCI in his province. He described the usefulness of severd of
them in detail, such as Nguyen Van Phich, who defected at the urging of hiswife, dong
with the promise of amnesty by the South Viethamese government. He brought valugble

24930int U.S. Public Affairs Office (JUSPAO), Office of Policy, Plans and
Research, Saigon, Viet-Nam, "Psyop Support of GVN Phung Hoang Program,” RG 334,
74A-005 Box 1, selected folders, 3. Source found in Nationd Archives and Record
Center, Suitland, Md.
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information with him, and his defection alone cost the VCI several arms caches and
dozens of members.250 The information potential of these defectors was therefore
€normous.

To encourage VCI defections, psyop focused its propaganda on what it percelved
as the most vulnerable areas of the VCI. Psyop published photographs of known VCI in
order to intimidate them. These photos appeared on "wanted" posters which described
their "crimes againgt the people" and emphasized a"fugjtive from justice” theme251
The concept can be closaly compared to an FBI "wanted” poster. In addition to enlisting
the help of the people, such posters focused pressure on the VCI to take advantage of the
Cheiu Hoi amnesty program before it was too late. Psyopstried to contact the relatives
of known VCI to induce them to pressure their kin to defect. 1t induced defectors to write
letters to their former comrades describing the good treatment and benefits of the GVN's
sde.252

Psyops dramétized the damage done to the VCI by the Phoenix program while
expostulating the generous government trestment of defectors. Propaganda directed at
the VCI emphasized the disntegration of the VVCI organization. The operations
attempted to make active members of the VCI fed increased danger with each passing
day. Inaddition to such themes, the propaganda clearly outlined the fair treatment
offered to those accepting amnesty. The large number of defectors underscored the

250Herrington, 41-53.
251" psyop Support of GVN Phung Hoang Program,” 5.

252Republic of Vietnam, Ministry of Interior, National Police Command, Phung
Hoang Bloc, "Information/Psyops draft for the publicity and support of the Phung Hoang
Plan," 16 September 1971, 4-5, found in Nationd Archives and Record Center, Suitland,
Md.
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generd effectiveness of the psyop program in influencing the individua VCl
members. 253

In the period from 1966 to 1972, defections averaged more than 20,000 per yesr.
In 1969 done, the year following the Tet Offensive and other ill-advised Viet Cong
offengvesthat cost the lives of thousands of Viet Cong, dmost 50,000 of them rdlied to
the South Vietnamese Government.254  Far more serious than KIAs, defections often
meant that the rdlier provided information that led to the eimination of additiond VCI
cadre. Psyops played the paramount role in securing these defections. By gaining the
support of the rurd population, particularly relatives of the VCI, psyopsindirectly
induced even more VCI to surrender.

In order to increase its effectiveness, the Phoenix program needed the support of
the people. Psyops attempted to encourage this support by convincing the people that the
VCI posed very red threats to their communities. Though it publicized the gods and
function of the Phoenix program, psyop failed to raise public awarenessto any great
level. Regarding the other psyop godls, cleaning up the GVN bureaucracy and making
the Phoenix operations more public, both would have helped to earn the population's
trust, but might better be described as public relations efforts than psychologica warfare.
But to understand better the fedings of the population, psyops relied on the PAAS.

While flawed in many respects, the Pecification Attitude Anadlyss System
(PAAYS) should be recognized as one of the few sincere attempts made during the war to
gauge the attitude of the Vietnamese population. Many of PAASSs survey questions
sought to measure public avareness, and the potentia level of support for the Phoenix

program. The questions aso probed support and attitudes towards the Viet Cong and the

253psyop Support of GVN Phung Hoang Program,” 6.

2540ffice of the Assistant Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), "Southeast Asia
Statistical Summary,” Table 2, 25 March 1971-17 January 1973, 1-7, in Thayer, 198.
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VCI. Critics have often questioned the methodology behind and context of PAASS
questions, but the results show surprisingly little bias, indicating only limited
manipulation of questions and answers. The PAAS, then, achieved afair degree of
accuracy. 299

Attempting to capitalize on the information learned from PAAS, psyop rurd
programs portrayed the VVCI as usurpers. Psyop operatives distributed |esflets or
pamphlets throughout villages, which described the benefits of the South Vietnamese
government: bridges, roads, hospitas, schools, and others. The Viet Cong it portrayed
as the enemy of sability and prosperity in the community. For example, psyops
capitaized on the Vietnamese concept of Confucian society: one based on the "will of
the community.” Without the Viet Cong, psyop argued, there would be peace and
prosperity. The propaganda campaigns depicted the Viet Cong as persons who had
separated themsdves from "the true Vietnamese society.”  Ultimately, villagerswere to
believe that they, by turning in VCI, served both their country and more importantly,
their community.296 Unfortunately, assisting the South Vietnamese government was not
without risks.

The rurd Vietnamese feared the wrath of the Viet Cong: informants faced torture
and/or death. One aspect of the Phoenix program that psyops emphasized was the
anonymity of informants. In too many instances the GVN proved unable to provide for
the anonymity and safety of the informants. In other efforts to influence the population,
psyops widdy published GVN successes, intending to show a genera pattern of VCI loss
and GVN gains, in much the same way propaganda directed at the VCI worked. By
emphasizing GVN victories and VCI losses, it was hoped that potentid informants would

255Thayer, 173.

256"Psyop Support of GVN Phung Hoang Program,” 4.
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perceive asafer climate. The reduction of the VCI meant areduction in Viet Cong tax
collection and terrorism, both possibilities enticing to the average rurd South
Vietnamese.257

Comics and pamphlets, digtributed to the rurd villagers, focused on the monetary,
scholastic, and materid benefits of the South Viethamese government, as contrasted with
the terrorism of the VCI.258 Few believed that the rural population viewed the close
relationship between the GVN and the U.S. positively. Psyop propagandadeliberately
downplayed American influence in aid programs and in the Phoenix program, and as
much as possible portrayed development and pacification projects as primarily GVN
activities 299 Nevertheless, such programs designed to inform and to enlist the support
of the rura Vietnamese population did not entirely succeed.

Aslae as 1971, mogt of the rurd population did not yet fully understand the
Phoenix program. An andysis of a PAAS survey completed in December 1970 stated
that, "[t]he bulk of the people surveyed did not have a good knowledge of the PHUNG
HOANG [Phoenix] program, its objectives or its organization."260 Most rurd villagers
had misconceptions about the program, believing that it existed to insure the arrest of
draft dodgers and smugglers. Few villagers knew its actua purpose261 An uninformed
population meant a huge loss of potentia information and support.

25/|pid., 5-6.

238 hid,

239 pid., 5.

260M ACDRAC-CR-PX, "People's Image of the PHUNG HOANG Program,” 28
April 1971, 2. Document from RG 334, 44A-005, Box 1, National Archives and Record
Center, Suitland, Md.
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The PAAS survey reveded a"lax" atitude on the part of village officidsin
carrying out the Phoenix program, an attitude which the villagers themsdalves emulated.
Villagers who might have been interested in participating in the program feared Viet
Cong retribution; they did not believe that the government would protect their anonymity,
and thus their lives, a prudent attitude in light of the often unresponsve GVN
officids262 Psyop employed several methods to improve the GVN image, aswell as
that of Phoenix .

Psyop's primary goa was to convince the Vietnamese population of aVCl threst.
Psyop hoped that by understanding the VCI threet to their communities and livelihoods,
the population would more willingly assst the Phoenix program. To assgt in gaining the
confidence of the rura population, Psyops encouraged a thorough crack-down on corrupt
GVN officids. The PAAS surveys showed that the corruption impeded growth in
confidence in the government. Another psyop recommendation called for keeping the
people more informed about the status of suspects captured during Phoenix operations,
even to the point of forewarning avillage or hamlet before an operation if that was
possible. Theidea behind that recommendation was to prevent the disappearance of
relatives and friends.263

Psyops used diverse methods to disseminate information about the Phoenix
program. Armed Propaganda Teams (APT), sometimesincluding Viet Cong defectors,
travelled from hamlet to hamlet in contested regions (often as part of regular Phoenix
operations) in order to talk to villagers on afirsthand basis about the benefits of the
Phoenix program and the South Vietnamese government.264  Drama teams acted out

262 pid., 2-3.
263 pid., 3-4.

264)pid., Inclosure 1, p.1; Thayer, 200, 208.
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skits designed to show the advantages of government security, and while psyop televison
only reached the urban and wedlthy, the GVN distributed radios fixed to receive only the
government sations which carried psyop. Loudspeakers on trucks, nighttime air
broadcasts, airdropped legflets, and posters also became a part of the regular psyop
fare265 At least one document suggested distributing such items as "sandbags, paper
arplanes, cdendars," and "pogters, upon which stencil dogans have been
printed/painted.” 1t aso recommended creating Phoenix "oriented love stories’ to put “in
popular magazines' in order to reach "atotally new audience."266

The propaganda spread by psyops obvioudy had afairly substantia effect on both
the VCI and the rurd Vietnamese population. The high rate of VCI defection, and the
increased number of neutralizations attest to that fact. Even in 1968, the year the Phoenix

program foundered in many aress, the year-end report praised many psyop related results,

The increasing number of rdliersisindicative of the effect that various GVN
programs, but particularly PHUNG HOANG, are having on the the populace. These

rdlliers are providing vauable information on enemy activities, . . .267
The report dso specificaly praised psyop for changing popular opinion towards the Viet
Cong. Inawar to win hearts and minds, psyops turned out to be an effective front-line

weapon.

Cod of Phoenix in Dollars

265Republic of Vietnam, Ministry of Interior, National Police Command, Phung
Hoang Bloc, "Information/Psyops draft for the publicity and support of the Phung Hoang
Plan," 16 September 1971, 4-5, found in Nationa Archives and Record Center, Suitland,
Md. Psyop printed some of the legflets in severa Montagnard and Cambodian didectsto
cover those minorities living indgde Vietnam, "Phung Hoang 1970 Y ear End Report.”

266" people's Image . . . ", Inclosure 1, pp.1-2.

2671968 Y ear-end Report, 14.
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The Phoenix program may have been but asmall part of the greater pacification
effort under CORDS, with an equaly smdl budget, but it garnered a disproportionate
amount of the atention and controversy surrounding the war effort. The Phoenix budget
actually decreased from year to year, because much of the early budgets went to one-time
expenses such as buildings and equipment. Compared to the rest of the CORDS
pacification program budget, the Phoenix program was a minute part, and surprisngly
inexpensve overdl.

As mentioned earlier, the South Vietnamese government did not make any direct
financid contribution to the program until 1970, and even then it gave only atoken
amount. However, snce many South Vietnamese government and military personnel
worked directly with the program, their services condtituted a messure of financid
contribution.268 Even so, neither the police nor ARVN involved in Phoenix worked full
time for the organization, and their sdlaries most probably came out of other types of aid
programs.

Officid government estimates of the cogt of the Vietnam War demand utmost
caution, but in 1969 the United States officialy spent atotd of $21.5 hillion on the war,
of which less than five percent went to pacification and non-military operations 269 In
that year, the total pacification budget amounted to $647.4 million, of which Phoenix
received $1.46 million. The Phoenix budget did not include the cost of American

military advisors, wegpons, anmunition, and military equipment, dl of which was

268Congress, House of Representatives, Subcommittee of the Committee on
Government Operations, U.S. Assstance Programs In Vietnam, 92nd Cong., 1st sess,, 15,
16, 19, 21 July, and 2 August 1971, 188.

269"\Where the Money Went," Southeast Asia Analysis Reports, August-October
1971, 28.
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included in the army budget.270 Nor did it include the salaries of the PRUs and other
forcesused inits operations. Nevertheless, compared to the huge amounts of money
gpent on overt military actions, the program cost very little. No one has ever labeled the
Vietnam War as codt-effective, but for dl the results and fuss raised by the Phoenix

program, it was not expensive.

Lack of GVN Support

Many Phoenix personnel complained of the lack of South Vietnamese support.
Asde from thelack of South Vietnamese funding and the long delays before the GVN
voiced support for the Phoenix program, American advisors often complained of being
ignored or ddliberately snubbed by the GVN. Officid Phoenix documents support their
contentions. John Paul Vann tedtified:

[ The Phoenix program] has not yet enjoyed the success that we fed ispossible. It has
not doneit primarily because there has not been the same degree of awareness on the
part of the Government of Vietnam, speaking on the whole, not asindividuas, as

thereis on the part of the United States as to the importance of this2/1
Since Vann was before a congressonal committee a the time of this Statement, he may
have pulled his punches. A contemporary briefing paper outlined the problem in much

starker terms,

Poorly qudified and poorly motivated personnel are often found in the PHUNG
HOANG Centers. Thisis caused by the fact that most agencies are reluctant to assign
to PHUNG HOANG their best quadified personnd. If individuas show red promise
or ability they are often trandferred to their parent organization to help it accomplish

270Congress, House of Representatives, Subcommittee of the Committee on
Government Operations, U.S. Assstance Programs In Vietnam, 92nd Cong., 1st sess,, 15,
16, 19, 21 July, and 2 August 1971, 182, 184.

271 Tegimony of John Paul Vann, Vietnam:_Policy and Prospects, 1970, 322.
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itsprime misson. This congtant turnover in personne requires a continuous and

codtly training effort and leads to inefficiency and lack of interest in the program. 272
Washington Pogt reporter Robert Kaiser contended in 1971 that,

Largdy because of Vietnamese disinterest, the loca Phoenix offices smply
do not work. Many keep no records. Others mount no operations. Phoenix is often
run by poor-qudity personne, chosen for their jobs by locd officias who don't want

to waste their good people on the program.273
Gloria Emerson came to many of the same conclusonsin an article for the New Y ork

Times. She quoted areport written by Russdll L. Meerdink, a senior province advisor:

In this province the Government [of South Vietnam] will not alocate even a pencil,
paperclip or piece of paper on aregular basis to the program, it would seem that the
problem is common. The low quality of personnel assigned to the program must dso

be considered something other than ‘coincidental’.274
Kaser and Emerson found support for many of their contentions in the Phoenix year-end
reports.

The 1968 year-end report complained of GVN officids reluctance to approve
operations against the VCI.275 Thiswas acomplaint that became quite common, and
only beginsto show the GV N apathy towards the program. The 1969 report complained
of the loss of skilled interpreterstrandators to the draft, a problem that the South
Vietnamese government could eesily have fixed 276 |t also complained that the 1970

GVN budget |eft out any support for the Phoenix program, forcing MACV to shoulder

272Anonym0us Briefil‘lg Paper, 8.

273Robert G. Kaiser, J., "U.S. Aidesin Vietnam Scorn Phoenix Project,”
Washington Pogt, 17 February 1970, A-10.

274Quoted in Gloria Emerson, "U.S. Advisers Voicing Doubts on Saigon's Desire
to Push Operation Phoenix," New York Times, 26 October 1971, 2.

275Phoenix year-end report, 1968, 8.

276pPhoenix 1969 End of Y ear Report, 10.
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the entire financial burden of the program.277 Findly, the 1969 report again singled out
the problem that had been highlighted in the 1968 report, one that advisors complained of

condtantly:

Notable among the remaining problemsisthe lack of interest shown by some
province and digtrict chiefs whose whole- hearted backing is absolutely essentid to
the success of PHUNG HOANG. . . . In some areas it has been noted that CTZ
Commanders and Province Chiefs are dlowing their reponshilities for PHUNG
HOANG to become diffused thereby making it difficult to hold responsible
individuals accountable for the actions or lack thereof. Thisistraditiondly a
Vietnamese modus operandi and wherever direct supervison is lacking the trend will

continue.278
Thus, the lack of high-level GVN support trickled down to infect the lower levels of the
South Vietnamese government as well.

The attitude of the province and digtrict chiefs was in some ways understandable.
Despite the fact that the GVN refused (though indirectly) to fund or support the Phoenix
program, the American advisors expected the chiefs to go out of their way (and risk their
lives) to back the program. Most GVN officids seem to have perceived the program as a
totaly American program, and thus saw no obligation to assit it.

The Americans designed, implemented, and paid for the Phoenix program, and
they expected the Viethamese to embrace their creation. The lack of funding provided by
the GVN, the apathy of the province and didtrict chiefs, and the stripping of Phoenix
personnel for ARVN duty al reved the level of South Vietnamese gpathy towards the
Phoenix program. It istherefore no wonder that the program disintegrated shortly after
the Americans|eft. For the South Viethamese government to have actively supported the

program would have meant a complete turnaround in their position towards the program.

277 pid., 12.

278|pid., 19.
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The best that can said of the GVN attitude towards the Phoenix program is "tolerable

apathy."

Conclusons

Did the Phoenix program do what it was supposed to do? The short answer is
"yes"" The program was plagued with problems, indeed in some digtricts and even whole
provincesit did not function at al, and the VCI remained unharmed and active
throughout American involvement and right up to the end of the war. Such cases were
exceptions rather than the rule, however, and in most locations, Phoenix and pacification
damaged the VCI either enough to make it reduce its operations or effectively destroyed
it dtogether. The most influentid factorsin making such a concluson are the reports of
the Viet Cong themselves, and the find results of the Vietnam War.

The opinions of the American advisors gppear as varied as the locationsin which
they operated. The program had some effect, many if not most of them agreed. Few
believed that it was doing any serious damage to the high-level leadership. The
satements of the Viet Cong, on the other hand, reved a different story without exception.
Few of the program's former targets caled the program "ineffective" or claimed that it
did not doitsjob. It gppearsthat most of the U.S. advisors suffered from a common

military malady, overestimating their enemy.

While William Colby could hardly be considered an unbiased source, his
observation that South Vietnam fell not to barefoot guerillas, but to tanks spearheading a

conventiond- style invasion underscores the success of the Phoenix program and
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pacification. In other words, it took an overt military invasion of South Vietham to win

thewar. The Viet Cong guerillas could offer only negligible assstance to the find North
Vietnamese offensive, and they had been reduced to a shadow of their pre-Tet/pre-

Phoenix size and capabilities.
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CHAPTER YV

CRITICISMSOF PHOENIX

Reasons for Widespread Criticiam of the Phoenix Program

The Vietnam War is unrivaled in the military history of the United States for the
amount of public exposure and criticiam it drew. New England was lavish with dissent
during the War of 1812; New Y ork draft riots revealed pockets of violent disagreement
with government policies during the Civil War; and the Philippine Insurrection dicited
some protest from alimited number of intellectuds and pacifiss. None of these,
however, attained the magnitude of the outcry againg the Vietnam War.

The Vietnam War had the dubious honor of being the first American war fought
on tevison, seen nightly in dmost every living room in the United States. It appeared
invirtuelly every issue of every newspaper and news magazine for more than ten years.
For thefirg timein their history, the American people watched awar firsthand, and it
was not preity. Graphic footage of war-torn villages and carnage negetively influenced
American opinion towards the long war. 1t can aso be argued that the wide
dissemination of the media throughout the United States polarized opinion anong
sections of the population which generdly offer nomina support out of ignorance and
apathy. Peoplein smdl towns, traditionaly conservative and supportive of the president,
might have been able to ignore the war except for the wide media coverage. The
extensive coverage brought with it unwelcome controversy. Unlike most other American
wars, Vietnam did not draw unquestioning support from the media, afact that either

reflected or influenced American opinion.
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American public opinion generdly supported initid American effortsin Vietnam.
After the 1964 Gulf of Tonkin incident, Presdent Lyndon B. Johnson's firm response
mustered public opinion behind him and the intervention in Vietnam. Shortly after the
incident, Johnson enjoyed the support of seventy-two percent of the population.279 It
was only after the American presence had escaated and the 1968 Tet Offensive had
smashed any hopes of aquick, decisive victory that American opinion dramatically
turned againgt the war. By March of 1968, seventy-eight percent of Americans believed
that no progress was being made in Vietnam.280  Since the Phoenix program did not
actudly begin effective operations until late 1968, it did not receive much publicity until
the American public had aready turned a more wary, questioning eye on the growing
conflict. Nevertheless, early media reports did not foreshadow any serious publicity
problemsfor Phoenix. Shortly thereafter, however, the media turned againg it, focussing
on the Provincia Reconnaissance Units (PRU) and the program's reputation as an

assadnation program, among other things.

Provincid Reconnaissance Units. Counter-Terroriam?

The Provincia Reconnaissance Units attracted a considerable amount of media
criticism, even before their work with the Phoenix program. Their CIA connections, their
origind "Counter-Terror Team" name, their para-military/mercenary status, the bounties
earned for diminated VVCl, and their deadly effectiveness al made them an intriguing
topic for the American media. The press found the PRUs idedl for absorbing stories --

dories that were rarely favorable.

279George C. Herring, America's Longest War:_The United States and Vietnam
1950-1975 (New York: Alfred A. Kopf, 1979), 123.
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An article on pecification gppeared in the widely-read anti-establishment

Ramparts magazine in October 1967, in which the author, David Welsh, compared the
pecification programs to Nazi Germany, complete with genocide and concentration
camps. Although he never mentioned the Phoenix program specificdly, theninits
embryonic stage, he did object to many of the issues that would later make the Phoenix
program so controversid. He reserved specid criticism for the Provincid
Reconnai ssance Units (PRUS) as a "refinement of the old ‘counter-terror' teams of the
Diemerd”:

The misson of the PRU isto identify and destroy the NLF [Nationa Liberation

Front] "infrastiructure” in every village and hamlet, aswell asto neutralize, intern or

liquidate al citizens who cooperate in the smdlest way with the Front. Periodicaly,

an Agency man in civilian clothes shows up in the province with a briefcase full of

piastres, to pay off the informers, village chiefs and the PRU teams themsdlves, and

reward the headhunters. Heads fetch different bounties, depending on the area and

the importance of the the quarry. In one Dedlta province, a free-lance headhunter can
pull down 5000 piastres (about $42) for the head of aVVC lieutenant, 500,000

($4,200) if he bags an NLF province chief.281
American PRU advisors no doubt objected more to Welsh's somewhat indignant tone
than to the facts he supplied. After dl, the CIA had specificaly created and trained the
PRUs to attack the Viet Cong, and especidly the VCI. Thusthey naturdly took a
paramount role in identifying and diminating VVCl targeted by the Phoenix Blacklists 282
After thefdl of South Vietnam in 1975, aformer PRU member confirmed that he

and others earned monetary bonuses for "kills"283 These bonuses, or rewards, actually

281David Welsh, "Pacification in Vietnam," Ramparts, October 1967, 36.

282 xkf Sein, interview in Kim Willenson, ed. The Bad War: An Oral History Of
The Vietnam War (New York: New American Library, 1987), 216; William Colby
testimony in, Congress, House of Representatives, Subcommittee of the Committee on
Government Operations, U.S. Assistance Programs In Vietnam, 92nd Cong., 1st sess,, 15,
16, 19, 21 July, 2 August 1971, 230.

283\Michadl Drosnin, "Phoenix: The CIA's biggest assassination program,” New
Times, 22 August 1975, 19.
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reached as high as $11,000 by the end of the war, but the larger amounts only went for
the live capture of very high-level VCI members. The PRUs collected only half the usud
bounty if they delivered their targets dead. Before 1971, the largest sum offered had been
only $370, to the average Vietnamese afortune. Authorities increased the rewardsin
1971 in hopes of enlisting still more participation by the rural population.284 The PRUs
earned some of these rewards. Even without the bonuses, they received dmost four
timesthe sdary of an ARVN private. Thus, in the monetary sense, they might have
qualified as mercenaries 285 Whether labeling the PRUS mercenaries or not, most
reporters regarded them as unusualy adept, ClA-sponsored fighters.

A True Magazine article of 1970, "The CIA'sHired Killers" by Georgie Anne
Geyer, digplays arespect for the PRU's fighting abilities, if not for al their tactics. The
author contends that from their cregtion the PRUs "practiced dl the arts of guerilla
warfare" and even "engaged in stand-up battles in which they rapidly established
themsdlves as tigerish fighters in an army where most units resemble Snoopies looking
banefully over the garden fence at the cat next door."286 But in their guerillatactics the
PRUSs had to, "murder, kidnap, terrorize or otherwise forcibly diminate the civilian
leadership of the other side287 Geyer's respect for the PRUS miilitary prowessis

tempered by her revulsion a some of ther tactics.

284 |vin Shuster, "Rewards Up To $11,000 Set For Captured Vietcong," New
York Times, 2 August 1971, section 2, 6.

285 James P. Sterba, "The Controversial Operation Phoenix: How it Roots Out
Vietcong Suspects,” New York Times, 18 February 1970, 2.

286Georgie Anne Geyer, "The CIA's Hired Killers," True Magazine, February
1970, reprinted in U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Vietnam:
Policy and Prospects, 1970, Civil Operations and Rural Development Support Program.
91st Cong., 2nd Sess., 17-20 February, 3, 4, 17, 19 March 1970, 57-58.
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An aticle gppearing in the New Y ork Timesthat same year also trests the PRUS
with disdainful skepticism, calling them "loca hoodlums, soldiers of fortune, draft-

dodgers, defectorsand others. . ." It describes them as a sort of loca "paace guard” for
provindd officdas288  Thusthe PRUS received much media attention without
connection to the Phoenix program. TheWall Street Journa carried one of the first

gories on the PRUs and their role within the Phoenix program.
In September 1968, the Wall Street Journal published an article in which the

PRUs earned some indirect criticism while the Phoenix program was, in generd, viewed

favorably. Reporter Peter Kann described the PRUs as.

more American than Vietnamese. Chosen, trained, paid and operated by the CIA,
they are highly trained mercenaries, often selected from Vietnam's minority groups,
such as Chinese Nungs and Cambodians, or from Vietcong agents who have defected.
Thelr operations often are led by dite U.S. Navy "Sed" commandos assigned to the
CIA.289

Colby readily admitted that the CIA created, funded, and often led the PRUS, confirming
Kann's assertion that they were "more American than Vietnamese."290

Another aspect of the involvement of the PRUs in Vietnam was their strong tiesto
the Navy SEALs. The officid history of the Navy SEAL s did hot mention the Phoenix
program, but due to the latter's connection with the CIA, it islikely that the Navy has not
released records on that particular subject. On the other hand, an interview with former
SEAL Mike Beamon in Al Santali's Everything We Had, confirmed the SEAL

connection with the Phoenix program. Beamon recounts working with the PRUs on

288sterba, 2.

289pgter R. Kann, "The Invisible Foe: New Intelligence Push Attempts to Wipe
Out Vietcong Underground,” Wall Street Journd, 5 September 1968, 1.

290Colby, Interview with author.
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missons againg Viet Cong tax collectors, aswell aslate-night kidnappings of high+-leve
Viet Cong.291 |n Geyer's True Magarine article she interviewed an American advisor
"detached from the Navy Sedls to serve with the PRU's"292 These testimonies support
Kann's report which seemsto reflect accurately the various facets and problems of the

Phoenix program.

2911 Santoli, Everything We Had: An Ora History of the Vietnam War by
Thirty-three American Soldiers Who Fought It (New York: Balantine, 1981), former
SEAL Mike Beamon, 203-20.
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Terror, Assassnation, and | ndiscriminate Murder

Kann's article mentioned that the Phoenix program involved some nation,

but for whatever reason, the Wall Street Journd failed to register much concern over his

revelation.293 The earlier Ramparts article, however, had aready unearthed these
atrocities. Assassination, torture, and the murder of innocentsall deserved mention,
showing that Phoenix program woes actualy began with criticism of early pacification
efforts.

Kann linked assassination with military operations based on the Phoenix
blackligs: "These units prefer to capture an identified VCl agent, snce he may yield
further information, but if that isimpracticd, the target is assassinated, sometimes
brutally, as an object lesson to others.” Kann added, "[i]n big cities and other
government-controlled areas, however, the program may involve asmple arrest rather
than a kidnapping or assassination.”294 While Kann did not explore this facet of the
program until later, he did try to learn more about the Phoenix selection process and the
Blackligts. Could the Phoenix program confirm that itstargets were dl VCI? Kann
quoted one U.S. officid as saying, "we redly can't tell who is VCl and who isn't. The
GVN hasto do thisjob." It was a common attitude among Phoenix advisors: discerning
VCI from innocents was not an easy task, but if the South Vietnamese made the
determinations, the Americans fdt that they could stand clear of any blame. This
difficulty in differentiating guerillas from innocents was akey factor in later media
attacks againgt the program. Kann aso reported that since February 1968 Phoenix had
successfully captured or killed 6,000 VCI cadre, perhaps a correct figure, and certainly
one that gave ammunition to those gppaled at the thought of American involvementin

indiscriminate murder and assassnations.

293K ann, 1.
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Journalist Robert G. Kaiser ddiberately searched for evidence of premeditated
assassinaion in 1970. Unsuccessful, he suggested that "[m]any of the accusations
againg Phoenix cannot be verified here. Some seem to be based on misunderstandings of
Phoenix terminology and statistics295 Though many advisors and Phoenix personnel
criticized the program, no one from inside Phoenix termed it an assassnation program.
Only outsiders did so.

Asis gpparent, journdists made good use of the term "assassinaion” in many
articles about the Phoenix program. However, an extensive search of available officia
documents has not uncovered assassination as a ddiberate policy, unless aresearcher
uses an extremely broad definition of the term. The 1967 Ramparts article implied that
assassnation was a deliberate part of pacification. On 22 February 1970, the New Y ork
Times carried acommentary by Tom Buckley entitled, "Phoenix: To Get Their Man
Dead or Alive” Buckley suggested that while Phoenix was not necessarily an
assassination program, it often did involve murder. After dl, to "get their man,” smal
units often resorted to killing him. Buckley further implied that the only reason prisoners
remained dive was because torture offered the possihility of getting information out of
them.296 A similar article, "This'Phoenix’ isaBird of Death," by Iver Peterson,

appeared in the New York Timesin 1971. Peterson claimed that Phoenix conducted

political attacks, killed and imprisoned many innocents, but was virtudly ineffective
againgt its primary target, the VCI.297 Semantics and philosophy aside, one must argue

295Robert G. Kaiser, J., "U.S. Aidesin Vietnam Scorn Phoenix Project,”
Washington Pogt, 17 February 1970, A-10.

296Tom Buckley, "Phoenix: To Get Their Man Deed or Alive”" New Y ork
Times, 22 February 1970, section 1V, 3.

297|ver Peterson, "This 'Phoenix’ Isa Bird of Death," New Y ork Times, 25 July
1971, section 1V, 26.
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that the Phoenix program targeted individuas, and sometimes killed these individuals.
Labeling such practice assassination is not such along stretch of the imagination.

Articles and histories continue to label the Phoenix program an nation
program. An underground "black liberation” pamphlet produced in 1988 declares that the
Phoenix program "targeted for assassnation courageous military leaders of the
Vietnamese people who were waging an anti-imperidist sruggle” It asserts that Phoenix
was "a CIA program that actudly assassinated something like 39,000 people who were
cadres, using methods such as piano wire strangulation.”298 |t should not be too
surprising that a program that acquired such a negative image should be remembered any
other way.

Phoenix records explicitly deny involvement with assassination plots, and no
written assassination directives have been reveded, if they even exist. Therefore,
research on this agpect of the program relies agreat dea on persond accounts and
interviews. There are many such persona accounts, and they are often quite blunt.

Former SEAL Mike Beamon specificaly attributed assassnation to the Phoenix
program. He described ambushing Viet Cong tax collectors and killing VCI members
while making it look asif the Viet Cong had done it themsalvesin order to foment
internal dissent.299 Y et, Beamon's account, often contradictory, appearsto be a
somewhat exaggerated soldier'stale. For example, he clamed that his team used only
captured Communist wegpons in order to gppear more like Viet Cong, yet he later noted
that his team used American- mede M-60s, M- 16s, and duck-hilled shotguns300 Two

other Phoenix operatives offered persond narratives in Congressiona hearings.

298Ajamu Mwafrika, "Drugs and the U.S. War Against Black Liberation”
(Oakland: Nzinga Publishing House, 1988), 7.

299santoli, 204-5.
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Michadl J. Uhl appeared before 1971 U.S. House of Representatives hearings on
the Phoenix program. Uhl, an intelligence officer with the Americd divisonin Vienam
from November 1968 to May 1969, saverdy criticized the Phoenix program and William
Colby. He specificaly claimed that any Vietnamese killed on operations automatically
became VCI for gatistical purposes, in order to improve the unit success record.
Congressmen in the hearings seemed to take what Uhl said a face vaue, including a
claim that the Phoenix program was some sort of hoax, existing solely to cover up
atrocities. Uhl'sinterrogators asked him about other atrocities and operations, but did
little to determine the veracity of his accusations. 301

Another veteran, K. Barton Oshorn, appeared as awitness at the same hearing as
Uhl. Oshorn served as an intelligence officer in Vietnam from September 1967 until
December 1968, but he described his responsibilities as "periphera to the Phoenix
program.” Oshorn ostensibly testified on the Phoenix program, but the bulk of his
gtatement referred to atrocities by other American organizations, such asthe 1st Marine
Divisonand a CIA detachment known as the Combined Studies Detachment (CSD). He
specificaly implicated the Phoenix program for misuse of funds, but he aso dluded to
nation.302 He portrayed Phoenix as a vicious program, to say the leest.

Osborn claimed that PRUs purposefully killed targeted VCI rather than
attempting to capture them. Their duty, he argued, was to "find the people in their
villages and to murder them there” Osborn assarted that the term "neutralize’ actudly
meant "kill," projecting a much more sinister light onto the Phoenix program's datistics
on neutralization. Adding that he never saw an order to murder atargeted VCI
"codified," Osborn sad:

301y s, Assistance Programs In Vietnam, 312-62.
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| never saw an officid directive that said the PRU's will proceed to the village and
murder the individua. However, it wasimplicit that when you got a name and
wanted to ded effectively in neutrdizing that individua you didn't need to go through
interrogation; find out, establish any kind of factud basis leading to the concluson
that thisindividua was, in fact, Vietcong infrastructure, but rather it was good

enough to have him reported as a suspect and that justified neutralization.303
Some aspects of Osborn's testimony find confirmation in other reports and accounts of
the program, particularly his assertion that he never saw anyone order, especidly in
writing, the killing or assassinating of atargeted VCI. No U.S. government agency has
released such officid documents, if they do exist. Severd other testimonies seem to
confirm Oshorn's clams.

One former PRU described going on amisson at the behest of an American
advisor: "[h]e says, 'Bring 'em back dive’ and winks. We dl laugh."304 The fact that
the VCI would be deliberately killed rather than be captured was understood between the
American advisor and the PRU. Such vignettes support the assertion that Americans
ordered assassination, but kept them off the record. An article by Michagl Drosnin in the

New Times magazine carried an interview on the subject in 1975. Drosnin said:

"Sure, we were involved in nations,”" confirms Charles Y others, CIA
chief of operationsin | Corpsfrom 1969 to 1971. "That's what the PRUs were set up
for--assassination. I'm sure the word never gppeared on any outlines or policy

directives, but what else do you call atargeted kill 7305
Drosnin's article featured many such satements. A former SEAL, John Wilbur, who had
served as a PRU advisor and thus had regular contact with the Phoenix program, did not

regret hisinvolvement withit:

303Quoted in U.S. Assistance Programs In Vietnam, 321.

304Drosnin, 19.

305Quoted in Drosnin, 19.
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The genuine intent of most al operations was to capture aman a 2:00 am. in
the boondocks, . . . it turned out to be more often than not an eimination program.
We were certainly higher on the killed than the captured. . . . We awaystold the
Vietnamese, capture. We were very indstent. But everybody out in the field knew
that bascdly if you could find them, get them. And the higher-level missons dways
meant deep infiltration, and that dmost dways meant killing rather than capture

because it was o difficult to bring live bodies out of VC controlled areas.306

Wilbur was hesitant to use the word "assassination”: "l don't like to think of myself asa
former regiona assassination chief, . . . [i]t waswar."307 |t isclear that the Americans
involved in the program at the time did not see the program as one of nation. The
vast mgority of Americans involved saw themselves as performing a duty, ajob that had
to be done. Phoenix was not so sinister to the American advisors involved, but the
Vietnamese may have had a more redidtic view of the program.

Former PRU national commander, Lt. Col. Ho Chau Tuan, did not mince words

when Drosnin interviewed him a a refugee camp shortly after the fal of South Vietnam:

The main misson of the PRU was assassination, . . . | received orders from
the Phoenix office, the Vietnamese and the Americans there, to assassnate high-leved
VCI. Weworked closdy in Saigon with the CIA from the embassy and in the
provinces with the CIA at the consulates to decide who to kill. . . . Our genera orders
were to diminate V Cl--to kidnap or kill. Sometimes the orders were to diminate

V/Cl quick, no questions asked. Then we kill, no sweat.308
His statement reveals direct and conscious American decisonsto kill VCI: assassnation.
Tuan declined to offer any names, claiming that he feared the CIA's retribution. 309
Without names such charges are difficult to verify, and both Uhl and Osborn made far-
reeching accusations without implicating asngle other individua. Some of their

306]bid., 19-20.
307 hid.
308|pid., 20-21.
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testimony, perhaps even the bulk of it, wastrue. Without more details, however, it is
open to question.

William Colby has denounced both Uhl and Osborn. He contends that there were
indeed killer squads in Vietnam, but not under Phoenix. According to Colby, quite afew
groups claimed to be part of Phoenix, or operate under Phoenix, but in the narrow
definition of the program, they could not have been apart of it. Hedid not claim that the
Phoenix program did not kill anyone:

Did people get killed? Damn right. On both sSides. No question about it. But, asa
ddiberate program of assassination? Come on. It was a deliberate program to stop
the enemy or infrastructure from operating fredy, yes. That wasits function, that

was its contribution to the war.310

For Colby, the Phoenix program filled a necessary gap in the pacification program. It
attacked afacet of the guerillaforces that was otherwise unaffected:

.. . if you consder that the enemy was fighting awar, which required a secret
gpparatus, and not just regular forces, and you spend al your time on the regular
forces, you give up this part of the war to him. | mean and that was what was
happening for along time. So, things like Phoenix and the PRUs would tend to put
some pressure over here onto this part of the war, which was what the enemy thought
was the most important part of thewar. That'sthe dilemma of it, that he later was
saying after the war that this was the program that gave him the most trouble. The
military divisons, they didn't bother him abit, [the guerillag] just got out of their
way.311

Thus Colby viewed the Phoenix program as a necessary measure essentia to thwarting
the VCI.

Asfor Osborn and Uhl, Colby had only disdain. Colby claimed that Osborn was
in no position to know much of anything about the Phoenix program, having beenin
Vietnam before Phoenix redly began functioning:

310cCalby, Interview by author.
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... L didn't think he knew a damn thing about what he was talking about. | meanin
the first place he said he got there in '67, and he left in November | think it was'68. . .
as you well know now, Phoenix redly didn't redly get off the ground until the fal of
'68.

In effect, Colby asserted that Osborn could not possibly have even seen what Phoenix
was likein full operation. Further, Osborn himsdf never actudly claimed to have been a
part of the Phoenix program.

He never said he worked in Phoenix. He was very obscure as to what he actudly
worked for. Hewasin the M, the military intelligence community, apparently
working up in the Nanong areafor, | don't know what, but he certainly wasn't
working for Phoenix. .. hewasn't CIA. . . | wastotaly baffled with what the hell he
wasworking for. . . . I've never heard anybody responsible say that he was his boss.
Or I've never heard anybody try to find out who hisbosswas. Whered he get his
orders? These are sSmple questions that any attorney would ask of awitness like that.
They weren't asked. . . . | do know that he's not talking about Phoenix.

Colby illuminated other inconsstencies in Osborn's testimony,

And then he said that he never worked with Vietnamese. Well you can't work with
Phoenix without working for Vietnamese. Because that was the whole point, the
recordswere in Vietnamese. All the interrogationswerein Vietnamese. The Didtrict
Centers were Vietnamese. So he tells various stories about abuses | have no doubt
they may have happened. But they had nothing to do with Phoenix. And yet, you

know, suddenly that was the big Phoenix case. Baloney.312

Colby criticized both Osborn and Uhl's testimonies, again arguing that neither of
them had firgt-hand knowledge of the Phoenix program. Accounts by actua Phoenix
advisors, such as David Donovin and John Cook, provided amore factually based, insde
picture of the program. Too many "eye witnhesses," both in the media and in the military,
accepted rumor as fact, exaggeration as understatement and isolated incident as accepted
policy. On the other hand, Colby may not have told the whole truth either.

Phoenix documents discredit the idea of widespread assassination. In 1968,

Phoenix gatigics indicate that of the 10,000 plus VCI eiminated, eighty-eight percent

312 pid,
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had rallied or been captured, and only twelve percent killed.313 Another report shows
that in the period between January 1970 and March 1971, U.S. and GV N forces
neutralized a combined total of more than 32,000 VCI, of which 10,443 died. Of that
number, general operationskilled 7,560 VCI. Therefore, most VCI died in regular
military actions, not as aresult of being individudly hunted down and killed. Specific
operations againg the targeted VVCI killed 2,883 members. Of that tota, Phoenix forces
(nationd police, specid police, PRU's, et d) specificdly targeted and killed 616 VCI
members, or less than six percent of thetotal VCI killed. When the grand totd of all
neutrdizations is taken into account, the Phoenix program and the forces it directed killed
only two percent (616 of 32,000).314 Further tatistics reved that the killed- to-captured
ratio improved, meaning a higher percentage of V Cl were captured, rather than killed,
when the Phoenix program was involved in some way.

During the same 1970 to 1971 period (atime period on which the most
comprehensive records are available), regular military forces killed 9,152 VCI of the
16,409 that they neutralized. In other words, they killed more than fifty-five percent of
their total neutralizations 315 1n contrast, the Phoenix "assassination” program killed
1,291 of the 6,979 VCI it neutralized, or less than nineteen percent of their tota
neutrdizations316 Ironically, it was actualy safer for aV/Cl to be neutralized by
Phoenix forces than by regular military units. Such Satistics aso make it difficult to
defend the idea that the Phoenix program sponsored widespread assassinations.

313southeast Asia office under the Assistant Secretary of Defense (Systems
Andyss), Southeast Asa Analyss Reports, September 1968, 61.

314 pid., June-July 1971, 6.

315\ ACCORDS-PHX, "Historical Review of the PHUNG HOANG/PHOENIX
Program from July 1968 to December 1970," 27 November 1970, 16.

316southeast Asia Analysis Reports, June-July 1971, 4-6.
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Green Beret Col. Dennis Porter was no sympathizer with the Phoenix program.
Although he worked with the program for most of its existence, Porter become harshly
critical of both the program's effectiveness and its hierarchy, particularly William Colby.
When later asked if Phoenix was an assassnation program, Porter answered that Phoenix
was alot of things, but it was not an assassination program.317 When questioned further,
Porter recaled one circumstance in which the killing was accepted and widdy practiced.

The VCI organization maintained a security section, part of whose duties involved
the assassination of VCl defectors as well as the more effective Phoenix |eaders. Porter
stated that more often then not, when Phoenix forces identified VVCI security personnd,
they usudly killed them on the spot. It was an accepted practice, and Phoenix personnel
captured by the VCI security personnd, usudly met the samefate. But asde from that
exception, Porter asserted that the vast mgjority of VCI deaths at the hands of the Phoenix
forces resulted more from normal actions and bungling than from premeditated intent.318
Certainly, assassnation was not official Phoenix policy.

Upon their arrivd in Vietnam, dl American military/civil advisor personnel
recaived "Ingructions to U.S. Personnd Concerning Phoenix Activities," which
contained information specificaly renouncing assassnation or murder asapolicy. An

excerpt said:

Our training emphasizes the dedrability of obtaining these target individuads dive

and of using intelligent and lawful methods of interrogation to obtain the truth of
what they know about other aspects of the Viet Cong Infrastructure. . . . Thus, [U.S.
personnel] are specificaly not authorized to engage in assassinations or other
violations of the rules of land warfare, but they are entitled to use such reasonable

317porter, Interview with author.
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military force, asis necessary to obtain the gods of ralying, capturing, or iminating

the Viet Cong Infrastructure in the the Republic of Viet-Nam.319
William Colby later stated his reasons for emphasizing the capture of VCI over
the killing of them:

My point was dways:. if you shoot a member of the VC, aguy who'sredlly aleeder,
hisfamily is not going to be happy, to put it mildly. But they're going to understand.
If you shoot improperly somebody, who's not redly [aVC], you're going to
antagonize not only hisfamily, but haf the other people who know him as being
wrongly shot. Therefore you have to be careful, you cannot have that kind of abuse
because it's counterproductive. | mean that's atypica American pragmatic approach

to amora question, . . .320
Colby actualy appeared to be concerned about the moral question aswell asthe
pragmatic approach, but he gpproached the entire issue with one primary assumption. It
was awar; measures unacceptable in peacetime had to be seen in adifferent light. Such
measures became normal and necessary. Nevertheless, the American media often used
the Phoenix program as the embodiment of everything wrong with the American
involvement in Vienam.

It was the 11 December 1969 issue of The Village Voice that redly set the tone

for subsequent reporting about the Phoenix program. In the article, "Training for Terror:
A Dedliberate Policy?’, Judith Coburn and Geoffrey Cowan focused on two soldiers who
were in training to become Phoenix advisors a the U.S. Army Combat Intelligence
School. The soldiers had filed suit in aU.S. Didtrict Court to be reclassified as

conscientious objectors because of their objectionsto the training. 321

319" ngtructions to U.S. personnel Concerning Phoenix Activities," reprinted in,
Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Vietnam: Policy and Prospects,
1970, Civil Operations and Rural Development Support Program, 91st cong., 2nd sess.,
17-20 February, and 3, 4, 17, 19 March 1970, 61-62.

320Colby, Interview with author.

321 udith Coburn and Geoffrey Cowan, "Training for Terror: A Deliberate
Policy?' The Village Voice, 11 December 1969, 5.
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Thetwo soldiers, Francis Reitemeyer and Michagl J. Cohn, filed apetition in
court describing Phoenix-related atrocities about which they had heard from their
indructors. Init, they further clamed that were they to fdl captive to the enemy, they
would be at extreme persond risk because what they were trained to do constituted war
crimes. The petition claimed that since the United States was unable to win the war by
conventional means, it was trying to win using illegal methods 322

The description of the Phoenix program in the article was not flattering:

Operation Phoenix isthe CIA's terror campaign against the Nationa Liberation
Front's politica organization or "infrastructure,” its sympathizers, and any other
civilians with suspicious palitical views. The Phoenix program has two mgor
aspects. the systematic gathering of dossiers and blacklists of suspects and the
capture or assassination of those listed by teams of Vietnamese police or

mercenaries.323
It further clamed that American Phoenix advisors compiled the "blackligts' and led the
mercenaries (presumably meaning the PRUS).
Reitemeyer and Cohn engaged American Civil Liberties Union lawyer William
Zinman to plead their cause. They won the case, and the army released them after

declaring them conscientious objectors. When reporters from The Village Voice tried to

conduct further research on the program, the U.S. Army actively thwarted their efforts
and refused to confirm their information one way or another. Such secrecy graphicaly
illustrates one reason the Phoenix program suffered so much at the hands of the press.
Whether justified or not, this secrecy led reporters to assume the worst. The army may

have had a stronger case againgt the two advisors but for al the secrecy surrounding the

program.
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In February 1970, the Progressive followed up the Village Voice story with an
article, by Erwin Knoll, which described the program as "a mysterious 'advisory
program" and attacked the secrecy surrounding it.324 Once again, attempts to conceal
the Phoenix program backfired. Secrecy became the Phoenix program'’s curse.
The Progressive lambasted the program for its corruption, questionable judicia
gpparatus, and blacklists. 1t dso tried to connect Phoenix with the My Lai (also known as

Songmy) massacre.

... the most recent dlegations about Project Phoenix raise amuch larger question--
particularly in view of the disclosures about the massacre of Vietnamese civilians at
Songmy. American officids, from President Nixon down, have described Songmy as
a"deplorable but isolated incident.” How isolated and to what extent deplored?
Project Phoenix, it has been charged, is a concerted, ddliberate program of torture and

assassination 325
No one ever convincingly connected the Phoenix program to the My La massacre,
adthough they were mentioned together in many articles and hearings:326 L t. William
Cdley, the only person convicted for his participation in the massacre, tried to use the
Phoenix program as apart of hisdefense. He damed that what he did & My La Village
paled in comparison to what the Phoenix program did everyday. He never specificaly
mentioned how his unit, aregular infantry company on a"sweep,” was connected with
the Phoenix program. Lt. Gen. W.R. Peers served as head of the army investigation
team, and he found little to link Phoenix with My Lai, "[u]ndoubtedly some of the

information from the Phoenix and other programs was used in planning the My La

324Erwin Knoll, "The mysterious Project Phoenix,” The Progressive, February
1970, 19.

325K nall, 19.

326Correction in the New Y ork Times, 4 December 1970, 5. The correction
states, " . . . there has been no report of a connection between [the Phoenix program] and
the Myla incident."
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operation, but we found no indication that it had any greet influence upon it 327 Some
of the media continued to mention the incident in connection with the Phoenix program,
but never produced any evidence confirming alink.

Following the publication of Coburn's and Cowan's Village Voice article, the
commander of the intelligence school at Fort Holabird opened the doors of the camp to
the media. The commander, Col. Marshdl Falwell, refuted many of the article's
dlegations. Falwdl clamed that Reitemeyer and Cohn had been dismissed from the
intelligence school for academic failure. True or not, the Phoenix program's notoriety for
secrecy and violence grew enormoudy despite Fallwell's efforts to redeem it somewhat.

It was Knoll's Progressive article, however, that best illustrates just how pervasive
Phoenix's sordid reputation had become by early 1970. Knoll gave details of atak that
lawvyer George W. Gregory gave to the Atlanta Press Club. Gregory had been to Vietnam
in August 1969 to defend a Green Beret accused of killing a Vietnamese. Although he
learned little about Vietnam, he did learn some things about the Phoenix program. The
following year described it as a program "where you infiltrate the Vietcong and
exterminate’ the infrastructure. When Knoll contacted Gregory, it turned out that his
particular legd case had little to do with the Phoenix program. Rather, he had merdly
heard that the program sanctioned the murder of civilians and he thought he could use it
asadefense (Smilar to Cdley'sideq). Interestingly, Gregory told Knoll that "everybody
knows about Phoenix in Saigon, and | just figured you dl knew about it in Washington,”
reflecting the fact that Phoenix was generaly well known in Vietnam, but not in the
United States. Had officials made it public knowledge in the United States earlier on, it

might have attracted |ess attention and not have been so controversia. 328 Reporter

327Lt. General W. R. Peers, The My Lai Inquiry, (New York: W.W. Norton &
Co., 1979), 159.

328K nall, 22.
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James Sterba found Phoenix officids in Vietnam thinking dong the samelines ™ . . . [the
Phoenix program's] controversid reputation has been built more on its secrecy than on its
actions"329 Another reporter, Robert Kaiser, wrote: "Some war criticsin the United
States have attacked Phoenix as an instrument of mass politica murder. Such sinister
descriptions are not heard in Vietnam, where Phoenix  has the reputation of a poorly
plotted farce, . . . " Kaiser quoted one official who complained: "They don't understand
at home what's going on out here330 Some influential Phoenix officers did their best to
lower the shroud of secrecy surrounding the program.

Agan, William Colby, the mgor force behind the program, worked hard to
reduce the secrecy surrounding Phoenix and to make it more open. Oddly, it was the
reluctant sponsor of the program, the South Vietnamese government, that remained
unconvinced of the need to make it a public program. Findly, on 1 October 1970, the
Phoenix program went to work on a publicity campaign. Ironicaly, the new Phoenix
publicity campaign commenced with ardly and parade in Saigon. It ssems moreironic
that the program that gained such a gridy reputation began (publicly & least) in arather
fedtive aimosphere. At the same time, news releases, broadcasts, and lesflets heralded
the program throughout the country.331 Why the program emerged from the shadowsin
Vietnam but remained unpublicized in the U.S. isunclear. At least one memorandum,

dated 11 June 1972, and written by a deputy Director of CORDS, supported publicity in

329sterba, 2.

330Quoted in Robert G. Kaiser Jr., "U.S. Aidesin Vietnam Scorn Phoenix
Project,” The Washington Pogt, 17 February 1970, A-10.

331"PHUNG HOANG: Phoenix 1969 of year report." MACCORDS report, 6.
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Vietnam, but not in the U.S..332 Four months after the "kickoff rally and parade” in
Saigon, the Progressive continued to characterize the Phoenix program as "mysterious.”

With the 1970 congressiond hearings on the CORDS program, the Phoenix
program belatedly entered the limdight in America and quickly became a household
word, but not in the way William Colby may have wished. The front page of the New
York Timesfor 18 February had a photo and story entitled, "U.S. Aidein Saigon Denies
‘Counter-Terror' Charge.” In the article Colby defended the Phoenix program, rejecting
the term "assassination program.”333  In arelated story on the following page, James P.
Sterbawrote alengthy, detailed article on Phoenix backing up Colby's testimony.
American officids interviewed in Vietnam cdled Phoenix "one of the most important
and least successful programsin South Vietnam."334 Sterba asked one officidl if it was
asSnider asitscritics portrayed. The answer: "That's nonsense, Phoenix isjust not a
killing organization. The kinds of things [the congressmen| are looking for are not
happening that much--which isto say they are not happening at al."335 The article went
on to give more details about technica problems and inefficiencies rather than about

mord irregularities or nations:

Yet in the over-all portrait of Phoenix painted here, the program appears more
notorious for inefficiency, corruption and bungling than for terror.

Like many other programsin Vietnam, Phoenix looks best on paper. Officids
here argue that its controversid reputation has been built more on its secrecy than on
itsactions.

332Memo from Brigadier General James A. Herbert, Deputy Director of CORDS,
to John S. Tilton, head of Phoenix. From National Archives and Records Center,
Suitland, Md.

333Tad Szulc, "U.S. Aidein Saigon Denies 'Counter- Terror Charge,” New Y ork
Times, 18 February 1970, 1.
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If someone decided to make amovie about Phoenix, one critic joked, the lead

would be more a Gomer Pyle than a John Wayne 336
Generdly critica of the program as awhole, the article did, however, adhere to
the premise that Phoenix was merdly inefficient and not particularly evil. Sterba noted
that only some twenty percent of those suspects picked up under the program were ever
successfully tried and sentenced. The rest were released, escaped, or bribed their way out
of prison. Overdl, Sterba criticized the Phoenix program for many reasons, but not for

being an assassination program.337

Quotas
Similar to a business, the Phoenix program set god's and quotas for different time

periods. Unlike abusiness, however, the Phoenix program required neutraizations and
convictions to meet quotas, and not to make sales or profits. Many reporters found this
practice of setting quotas for the destruction of the VCl dehumanizing and cold-blooded.
Defenders of the practice claimed that the quotas stimulated results, sparked inactive
Phoenix officesinto action, and established aminimd leve of progressin diminating the
VCI. The positive and negative effects of the quota system soon became a hotly debated
aspect of the Phoenix program.

Washington Post reporter Robert Kaiser quoteed one advisor who complained

about the effect of placing quotas on Vietnamese Phoenix personnel, who he said "will
meet every quota that's established for them." Kaiser, describing some of the methods
used to fill the quotas, notes that "[o]fficids often count every man arrested, evenif heis
released immediately for lack of evidence. . . Quota-conscious district and province

chiefs aso pad their Phoenix figures with any number of citizens captured or killed in

336|hid.
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military operations, whether genuine VCI or not."338 A Phoenix briefing paper agreed,
showing thet,

... mogt province and didtrict chiefs are more concerned with fulfilling quantitative
gods st by [sc] the nationd level and less with qudity VCI neutrdizations. This
concern for quantity has

338Quoted in Kaiser, A-10.
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resulted in fase and ex post facto identification of VCI who were killed during

normal combat operations 339

Many American advisors had Smilar complaints about their Vietnamese counterparts.
The reasons for their grievances diminished later in the program when Phoenix |eadership
tightened the requirements for listing a successful neutrdization. Arbitrary arrests merely
to fulfill neutralization quotas worked in 1968, but by 1971, dtricter criteriarequired that
only successfully sentenced VCI be listed as neutralized 340

Phoenix officials debated the impostion of quotas, and decided to use them for
their motivationd influence. At aU.S. Senate hearing in 1970, John Paul Vamn, then a
deputy for CORDS and responsible for the American advisory effort in Military Region
IV (the Mekong delta, Southwest of Saigon), testified that:

One of the problemsin Vietnam has been motivation of various governmenta forces
to do things. We debated the wisdom of having quotas and the vaue of not having
quotas. Thiswas largdy a Vietnamese determination in which we advisors were
responding to their knowledge of their own people to the effect that if we don't

establish a quota we don't get ared push againgt the infrastructure 341
Vann acknowledged that the Viethamese often exaggerated neutrdizations, labeling dead
Viet Cong guerillas as VCI in order to fulfill their quotas. Neverthdess, Vann made it
clear that they designed the quota system to ingpire the Vietnamese contingent of the
Phoenix program to achieve quicker results.
Many promoters of the Phoenix program, aswell asits detractors, found fault
with the quota system. Advisor John Cook feared that from the introduction of the quota,

339Undated, Anonymous Briefing Paper, from RG 334, 74A, Box 1, selected
folders, "Vietnamization of PH Program,” (Generd) (Oct-Nov 71), found at the Nationa
Archives and Records Center, Suitland, MD, 9. The briefing begins"Mr. Ambassador,
Gentlemen . . . ," (presumably meaning ambassador Colby or Komer) and is included
with asmilar briefing for the Prime Minigter (presumably of South Vietnam) dated 19
November 1971.

340sputheast Asia Analysis Reports, June-July 1971, 8.
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regular Viet Cong guerillaskilled in combat would autometicaly be cdled VVCI to fulfill
the quotas. Furthermore, Cook asserted, the quotas only required numbers, ignoring the

quality of the neutralizations342 New Y ork Times reporter Gloria Emerson interviewed

asenior province advisor with smilar views, believing thet *[v]olume rather than
quality” became the emphass after the introduction of quotas. Thus even if adidtrict
Phoenix organization diminates five high-leve VCI, it is not asimportart to the system,
as diminating six very low-level VC1.343

Colby continued to support the quota system, despite the criticism that it
attracted. He later recalled:

| think we have to look in the context that we have a quota system for
everything. In other words, we had a quota system for the number of wesponsto be
digtributed to the local defense, the numbers of eections the system would have, the
number of dollarsto be given to development programs, we had quotas for
everything. . . . we had alot of them. It was made clear that the quotas were, "let's

reduce the VCI in this area"344

The excessve criticism of the quota system did not sway Colby in the least, for he
congdered it far more important to mativate the Vietnamese segment of the Phoenix
program into action. Thereislittle doubt that the quota system brought down more
media abuse on an dready abused program, particularly after congressiona hearings.

The quota system was merely another attempt to make the war alittle more
businesdike, by reducing it to gatistics and numbers. The quota system may have been
the most abused aspect of the Phoenix program; leaving itself open to the wholesale
laveling of every dead Viet Cong guerillaas VCI, or to the framing of innocent civilians,

34230hn L. Cook, The Advisor, (New York: Bantam, 1987; originally published
by Dorrancein 1973), 209-12.

343Quoted in Gloria Emerson, "U.S. Advisers VVoicing Doubts on Saigon's Desire
to Push Operation Phoenix," New Y ork Times, 26 October 1971, 2.

344Coalby, Interview with author.
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al in the name of fulfilling the monthly quota. Such cardess labeling led to inaccurate
gatigtics, making it even more difficult to discern if any progress was being made.

Misuse

The Phoenix program had the potentia to be a powerful wegpon against more
than just the VCI. Many observers claimed that the program strove to silence political
dissent through murder and intimidation. Still others claimed that the program was atool
of locdl officials for corrupt crimina purposes, such as extortion.349 Phoenix members
themsdlves admitted the use of program resources againgt drug trafficking, among other
things, in an effort to prevent such misuse. However, even with the limited information
available, there is enough evidence to indicate that the program did suffer from
occasiona abuse.

One former AID employee, Theodore Jacqueney, testified before a Congressiond
committee that, "[t]he celebrated Pheonix program isnot at dl successful in its American
purpose of diminating Vietcong political cadre, but it iswidely used to arrest and detain
non-Communist dissidents346 Jacqueney then cited an example of two Phoenix
advisorsin Da Nang who openly discussed using the program to eiminate dissdents.
Colond Porter mentioned that the Phoenix forces had on occasion been used to silence
opposition, and that the Americans generdly chose to look the other way. It was
considered a Vietnamese matter, and U.S. advisors feared the possible loss of their
influence with their counterparts.

The potential misuse of Phoenix for politica purposes was enormous. Either by
arranging opponents to be targeted as VVCl, or by utilizing the extensve filing and sorting

345K aiser, A-10.

346Quoted in U.S. Assstance Programsin Vietnam, 1970, 252.
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facilities to track oppogition parties, the possibilities were endless for a determined
individua or group. A telegram, sent after the Americans had pulled out of Vietnam,
described just such aworst-case scenario. Dated 5 April 1973, the "Officid Telegram
From Operation Phoenix" outlined the proper ways to incarcerate political dissdents. It
recommended charging defendants with disturbing the peace rather than labding them as
communist agents347 Thus, the South Vietnamese government, in an effort to deflect
criticismsthat it arrested dl its opposition by Iabeling them as communist agents, now
arrested them for disturbing the peace. From the text of the telegram, it appearsthat the
South Vietnamese minister of theinterior charged with internal security, used the
Phoenix program to muffle opposition to the government. In any case, the telegram dates
from the period when the Americans no longer controlled the Phoenix program, and thus
could not have prevented such actions. Certainly, during the period of American
influence, no such damning evidence ever cameto light.

The Phoenix program was too diverse and widespread to police every didtrict, and
the Americansinvolved feared losing the confidence of their Vietnamese counterparts if
they reported them to the higher echelons of the program. Clearly such misuse occurred,
but it seems more likely that had the practice been more widespread there would have
been more documentation. On the other hand, if there had been more pendties levied
againg the American advisors for such misuse in their own didtricts, they might have

been gdvinized into using ther influence to prevent it.

Condusons

347Congress, House of Representatives, Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific
Affars, The Tregtment of Political Prisonersin South Vietnam by the Government of the
Republic of South Vietnam, 93rd Cong., 1st sess., 13 September 1973, Appendix A, 8.
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Phoenix organizers would no doubt have preferred to have the program attract
less attention than it did, at least in the U.S. The CIA connection and the early attempts
a secrecy actudly simulated intense media scrutiny.  Aspects and problems of the
program that otherwise might not have even attracted passing notice from the media,
ingtead led to congressiond hearings. Phoenix attracted far more press than the small
scale of the program probably deserved. But in the period thet it existed, at home, many

Americans were questioning the mordlity of the war.
The most succinct judtification in answer to the question of the morality of such a

program as Phoenix came from William Colby, when he said: "Itsawar! You go out to

kill people348 Critics of the Vietnam War in generd, and of the paramiilitary Phoenix
program in particular, judged againgt peacetime standards of mord behavior. Clearly, the
conflict in Vietham was awar, and peacetime standards of behavior did not prevail.
Before Vietnam, Americans accepted such events as part of war, or at least remained
largely oblivious to them. The disgraceful Civil War prison camps, the violent Indian
Wars, the Philippine Insurrection massacres, and the World War 11 firebombings of
Dresden and Tokyo al evoked little protest from the American people. Sincethe U.S.
was nat in alife-and-death struggle, more time and effort could be spent scrutinizing
what was going on in Vietnam, and the unprecidented TV and other media coverage
brought it al home.

The Phoenix program was not an atrocity program. It was not desgned to
assassinate people. It did direct the attack on the VCI, and in the course of operations
killed some of them. Sincethe U.S. participated in the war, Americans had to expect

peopleto die. In retrospect, it would have been far more unusud if it had killed nobody.

348Calby, Interview with author.
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Asto charges of nation, the Phoenix program functioned most effectively when it

captured VCI dive. Since nation and murder were contrary to the productivity of

the program, charges of widespread deliberate nation smply do not make sense.

168



CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSIONS

The End of Phoenix

Beginning in 1970, the Americans gradudly withdrew their forces from Vietnam
under President Richard Nixon's "Vietnamization" program. By 1973, the last American
troops had |eft the country. For the Phoenix program, the withdrawa of the U.S. meant
the loss of American advisors and direction. The Americans turned the program over to
the police Specia Branch aong with the PRUs. Devoid of U.S. guidance, the program
soon collapsed completely. High-level Phoenix personnd who had clamed thet the
Vietnamese had been managing and operating the program with only limited American
involvement now saw their assertions discredited.

William Colby had dready left the program by 1973 to become the director of the
CIA. However, he remained one of the most outspoken adherents of the assertion that
the South Vietnamese designed, controlled, and operated the program virtualy by
themsdlves. In congressiond hearings Colby consistently maintained that the GVN
initiated and motivated the Phoenix program, as well as the other pacification efforts.
Phoenix's rgpid decline and fal seemed to indicate that Colby's faith was misplaced.
When later asked if he kept in touch with the Phoenix program after he left it, Colby
answered no, adding vaguely, "I think they continued it for awhile but 1 think they
essentially incorporated it into the Special Branch of the police349 1t does appear

somewhat odd that the former director would completely lose touch with his program.

349Calby, Interview with author.
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On the other hand, Phoenix's rapid demise certainly did not support his earlier
contentions of its independence from American assistance.

Unlike Colby, Col. Dennis Porter foresaw the program's collapse. He stated more
than once that the program relied entirely on the Americans. Porter had a very poor
opinion of the South Vietnamese government and indicated that he would have been
surprised if the program had survived Vietnamization. 390 For Porter, Phoenix was an

American program impossible for the Vietnamese to run aone.

What was the Phoenix Program?

In the find andysis, the Phoenix program was a moderatdly successful, abeit
severdy flawed, American counterinsurgency effort. The Americans designed and
managed the Phoenix program from the outset. The South Vietnamese obvioudy
participated in the program, and in fact comprised the vast mgority of personnd and
forces, but they had neither the interest nor the motivation to operate the program
successtully by themsdlves. Smilarly, the American advisors preferred to provide the
motivation, knowledge, and drive for the program, rather than to train the Vietnamese to
handle the task. When the advisors |eft, they took their motivation with them.

In league with CORDS pacification, Phoenix helped diminate the guerilla threat
to South Vietnam. Before 1967, the possibility existed that the guerillas might obtain
military control of South Vietnam. By 1971, that possibility was out of the question,
despite the withdrawa of U.S. troops. Thefind, conventiond invasion by North
Vietnam (as well asthe earlier invason in 1972), was tantamount to an admission by
Hanoi that the Viet Cong no longer possessed the capability to overthrow the GVN by
themselves, despite the thousands of North Vietnamese troops sent to bolster their ranks.
The Americans and South Vietnamese never totally destroyed the Viet Cong. Infact, the

350porter, Interview with author.
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Viet Cong maintained many strongholds right up to the end of the war in 1975, but
pecification efforts, including Phoenix, can be given considerable credit for thwarting the
guerillas efforts.

The Phoenix program, however, represented only a small portion of the overdl
pecification effort, which in turn made up only a segment of the entire U.S/GVN
wartime drategy. The combined effect of asmall budget, asmal permanent gaff, and a
lack of South Vietnamese support limited the Sze of the Phoenix program's contribution.
The overal impact of Phoenix on the war paes in comparison to the consderable media
coverage it received.

The Phoenix program earned more than its share of bad press. The media
exaggerated many of its practices, and al too often assigned responsibility to Phoenix for
unrelated atrocities to the program. Neverthel ess, Phoenix's sordid reputation was not
entirdly undeserved ether. Since most of the program's problems occurred early in its
exigence, the media began focusing more atention on what went wrong early in the war,
and often neglected subsequent improvements. Also, transgressions and atrocities had a
much greater impact on the public than did improvementsin human rights. Evenin awar
as comprehensively reported as the Vietnam War, the sensationdism sparked by the
charges of assassination by the Phoenix program probably dwarfed its accomplishments.

It is difficult to place the Phoenix program in perspective without appearing to
judtify it. Phoenix suffered from many problems, but by characterizing the program as
"Vietnamese" Americans, in a sense, absolved themsdlves of respongbility for it. The
American influence was widespread enough to have prevented many of the outrages.
More serious questions, however, lay not in the the shortfdls of the Phoenix program, but
in the entire issue of American involvement in thewar.

Thefull record of the Phoenix program will remain officidly dassfied for
another ten years. The army has aready released most of its documents relating to
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Phoenix, but the CIA has shown areluctance to declassify any information related to the
program at dl, and it should be interesting to find out exactly why. Thelevd of security
surrounding the records of the program necessitates gaps in any review of its record, and,
pending the future release of these documents, historians will have to rely on persond

accounts and contemporary media reportsto fill in the missng areas of documentation.
It is pointless to expect to fight awar without hurting people. Widespread media

coverage of the Vietnam War brought the war's violence and bloodshed hometo the U.S.
S0 that Americans could see the direct results of their nation's actions. Smdll atrocities
and indiscretions could no longer be silently overlooked as had been donein previous
wars, but ingtead had to face the full glare of world press cameras and thus could be
judged at home. Smdll atrocities and indiscretions, if not large ones, may be inevitablein
any war. When the U.S. involved itsdlf in the Vietnam War, problems were inevitable,
and the Phoenix program certainly was not the most serious of these problems.

Was the Phoenix program judtifiable? The answer seemsto be; in the chaos and
immordity of wartime, yes, in peacetime, no. Any program required to do the same tasks
as Phoenix would injure innocents in its attempts to ferret out guerillas from the generd
population, no matter how carefully conducted. The Phoenix program, and the forces
connected with it, showed dl too little concern for human rights and innocent civilians,
but it is difficult to say how such aprogram might have been developed differently in
amilar conditions. But if the Phoenix program's operations and actionsin Vietnam are
accepted as necessary under the conditions, the attempts to conceal the program's
existence from the American public through deception appear even more outrageous. If
such aprogram can not survive open public scrutiny, than perhapsit should not survive at

dl.
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