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CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGEENCY
1 October 1964 ,

SUBJECT: SNIE 53-2-64: THE STTUATION IN SOUTH VIETNAM

To examine the situation as it has developed since early September,

and to assess its implications for the US.

CONCLUSIONS

A. Since our estimate of 8 September 1964% the situation in South
Vietnam has continued to deteriorate. A coup by‘vdisgruntled South Vietnam
military figures could 6ccur at any time. In any case, we believe that t;hé
,eeﬁditions favor a further decay of GVN will and effectiveness. The likely
pattern of this decay will be increasing defeatism, paralysis of 1eadership )
friction with Americans, exploration of possible lines of political accommodea -
tie_n{ with the other side, and a general petering ou_t of the war effort. It

¥ ENIE 53_-@1. , "Chances for a Stable Government in South Vietnem," dated
8 September 196k, -SHEREE
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is possible £hat the civilian governnient promised for the end of October
could improve GVN eéprit and effectiveness, but on the basis of present

indications, this is unlikely.

"B. We do not 'béliev_g that the Viet Cong W‘ill make‘ any 'ea,zl-ly effoft |
0 seize :'power by ‘force of arms; indeed, we doubt that they ha\_re the
capability for such a takeover. They will continue to.explci‘b and encourage
the trend toward ansrchy, looking for the emergence of a neutralist coslition

government which they can dominate.

DISCUSSION
‘ The GVN

1. ~ Continued Political Deterioration. Political conditions in South

_Vietnam have continued to deteriorate since our estimate of ea‘riy September.¥
Despite efforts by Prime Minister Nguyen Khanh to stebilize the situstion,
he has been faced with an atﬁempted bcoup y rioting and demonstrations in the
northern provinces, a messive labor strike in Saigon, and an a.rmed revolt by
Montagnard elements among the Special Forces. Khanh's authority, already
weakened by the Ex;ddhist-student erisis in August, has been further diminshed,
and the degree o:t‘-?his support within the mili‘éa.ry ésta’blishment is incréasingly

¥ SNIE 53-6%F "Chances for a Stable Government in’South Vietnam;"dated
8 September 196k, SRIREE o
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in guestion. Most of the non-Commmunist power elements appear to be marking
time, pending their assessment of the civilian government which Khenh has

promised will be formed by the end of October.

‘2. The Picture in Saigon. South Vietnam is almost leaderless at. the

present time. GCeneral Khanh has retained his position by making conce,ssiens
to various interest groups -- political, religious, students, military, and
la.bor -- which have pressed their demands wpon him. In turn, these groups
still seem bent on pursuing self mterest and fa.ctlonal qua.rrels almost e
the point of amarchy. A lack of semse of purpose and an gbsence ef direction
from above have seriously a.ffected morale and created pa.ssiveness and apathy
within the eivil law enforcemerrb agencies. Government ministries in Saigon
-a.re cl@se to & standstill, with only the most routine operatiians going on.
Cabinet ministers, as well as second-level bureaucrats, freely express their
pessimism, end even though us and GVN officials are again méeting on pacifica-
fion and ejbhe_r; joint planning, these meetings Ie.r’e not being fglléwed by

action from the Vietnamese side.

3. GVN Military Morale and Effectiveness. The continuing disarray
of the Seigon government, power struggles within the military leadership,
and the activities of sle-seeking politicians and religlous leaders have

adversely affected mora.le within the military establishment. Howeve:p , the




the existing level of effectiveness of combat operations does not seem to have
Eeen sericusly affected as yet. New}erbheless-, continuing political instability
would almost certainly aggravate such longstanding deficiencies in the
Vietnamese military effort as inadequate mativatign, Initiative, and aggressive-
ress. A continuing lack of fii'm direction, and further s@bbi..{hg among

senior officers in particular, cowld depress the morale of the troops and

_ jﬁnier officers to the eritical point. Although the GVN sxmed forces have

long had 8 high rate .of desertion by individuals, there have been no important
unit desertions or defections. If militery morale continues %o decline,
however, desertion and defections within 'botﬁ the military and paramilitary

services may oceur ‘ on a larger scale, perhaps even by organized units.

k., Signs of Defeatism in GVN Leadership. High-ranking ARVN officers

have coﬂfessed to US officers deep discoursgement at the lack of leadership
and direction. The ‘J -3 of the Joint General Staff has indicated that he
feels little reaéon even to discuss further pacifiéation planning; various
high-ranking field commsnders have expressed similar pessimism; and General

. Khanh himself has shown signs of being overwhelmed by his respomsibilities.

5. . The Situwation in the Countryside, The near paralysis of government
initiative in éaigon appears to be spreading rapidly to outlying areas.
Although the's:outher_n areas st-ili appear ;'ela’cively unaffected by the crises
o‘f the past several weeks > goverﬁmenta.l authority has declined seriously in
the northern coastal provinces where :érovmcial and police officials are

a.ppa_.fently receiving little guidence from Saigen. In such urban centers as
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Hue,_ Danang, Qui Nhon, and Nha Trang, Vietnamese commanders have repeétedly
failed to intervene in civil disturbances and rioting on the grounds they
lacked precisé orders; in some instances, actual éuthority has passed by
default to extremist "vigilante" groups, such as the "People's Salvation

(or Revolutionary) Council" (PRC). The nature of the provincial bureaucracy.
is such that it can rock along for considersble time, carrying out existing
programs ‘de_spitevpolitical deterioration in Saigoﬁ. Nevertheless, continued
confusion and inaction 'in Saigén, or another coup, could rapidly produce a
eritical deterioration in government in the countryside. A slippage in morale
and in programs emong provincial adminisfratiens , at least in the central

provinces, has already ‘begun.

6. The Peoples Revolutionary Council (PRC). The PRC has established

local councils in many coastal cities and may seek to form a chapter in Saigon,
where two PRC lesders have réée‘ntiy been némed to the new 17-men High National
Council. The aims of the PRC a.ré not clear, but the local councils seem
vﬁ,lnerable to Viet Cong penetration, and the fact that they have assumed

. government p&wers in s,ome.'prorvinciai cities tends to undermine Sé,iggn's con-

trol and to damage the morale of civil servants.

T. The Montagnard Problem. . The Rhade revolt of 20 September and the

cen'binuing pOssi'_bility of further and more general uprisings by the Montagnards

pose an immediate and very serious problem for the GVN. The Montagnards have’
-5 -
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a violent dislike for and distrﬁst of the lowland Viétnamese , and have sought -
autononw‘ for years. The Vietneamese on their part look down on the Montagnards;
until recently, the GVN has usually acted in a manner which has widened rather
than lessened the breach between the two. Thé pro"blem haé been further com-
pounded by constant and rather intensive Viet Cong political and psychological
agitation among the Montagnards, playing on their aspirations and their dislike
of the ethnic Vietnamese. Res_entmént over the kil_lirig of some TO Vietnamese
by tribesmen during their revolt will make 1t é:étremely difficult for the |
GVN to offer settlement tems acceptablg to the Mdntagnards. Thus, there

will probafblj be continuing disorders in the Highland areas, diminishing

cooperation with the GVN, and increasing Viet Cong influence.

8. Offsetting Considerations. Although the signs of deterioration are

meny and clear, there are offsetting considerations that reduce the likelihood
of éudden collapse and afford some very sliﬁ hc’ape that the trend can be a.rrés_ted.
The Vietnamese people have a long record of resilience in the face of adversity;
the ability of the peasants and even of urban elements to centizmeA normal

B patterns of life despite poli‘bical disorder mekes for some degree of basic
sta.bility. The routine functions of gwemment still work fairly_nofma.lly;
'bv't'zsine.ss does go on; and the streets are not places of constant terror. Dis-
couragement 6ver the absence of leadership and the progress of the war has

not yet led to calls for ending the fighting. Few if any of the many groups

now seeking to enlarge their powers regard an accommodation with the Communists




as conSistent with their interests. 'Finally, the military instrumentalities

of pacification still exist and retain significant capabilities.

9. Tensions in US-GVN Relations.  In the last month or so, there has

been & disturbing increase in enti-American sentiment at various levels of

_ Vietname_s'eﬁ s¢¢1e€y. ‘Recent demonstraiions in Hue, Da Neng , Qui Nhom,'and Nha Trang
heve had definite anti-Americen overtones, These yere probebly attributable |
in part to Viet Cbng agitation and incitement, but in some measure they seem élsé
‘ 1o I_1ave reflected a genuine irritati’oﬁ at the Americans for various reasons
having no direct connection with Viet Cong activity. For its part , the

Buddhist leadership, whether anti-Communist or not, is imbued with intense

, nationalism which has a.f times ma.nifested itself in opposition to US policies.

| end ac*biéns. Sus'piéion of US motives and concern over US involvement in

" internal policy is gi’pﬁirig amoné the top echelons of the GVN, .‘gand,: most
mmm;y, on the part of Khanh himsel_-r:'.'

10. GVN Contacts With the Gcnnmmists. The principal GVH leaders have

‘not to our knowledge been in recent contact with the Camnmmsts but there
 has’ 'been at least one mstance of informel contact between a lesser governmental
official and ‘members of the "National Liberation Front," which is a creation
of Hanoi. Moreover, there are numerous potential channels of comunication
between the present GV leaderShip and the DRV authorities, and these could

very likely be used without US knowledge.




11. Coup Possibiliti‘es. Although no definite coup plans are kmown to
be afoot at the mement , we believe that further coup attempts are likely,
given the ambitions, discouragement, and bitterness prevalent among certain
key South ‘s’lfietnaxﬂese militery and civilian figures -- and the cqmpgxative

ease of mounting & coup attempt in the present deteriorating scene.

12. Alternatives to Present GVN Leadership. Present pians cali for the

esta:blishment of a new, broadly-‘ba.sed and predominantly civilia.n govern-

ment by the end of Octo'ber. Such a govermment might do better than the present
one, but the odds are against its having ‘the cohesion end effectiveness |
necessary to arrest the current decline. No visible alternative seems any
more promising. Indeed, we cannot presently see any likely source of real
leadei-ship 3 no Magsaysey has yet bappeared. None of the military pei'sonalities
and factions seems capable of commanding a sufficiently broed spectrum of
support. Of nomnmilitary figures, the Buddhist leader Tri Quang is the
strongest political perscnality and has demonstrated talemts for leadership
and organization. But he apparently desires to avoid such responsibility,

end a Tri Quang government would face strong oppdo_svi'tiqn: from militant Catholics,
some of the military, and certain other groups. Not ieas@, it would be a
difficult government for the US to work Wi‘i:h, and some of its major policies

would almost certainly not be consonant with US interests.
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The Viet Cong

13. Vj.et Cong Policy. There are numerous signs that Viet Cong agents
have played a role in helping sustain the level of civil disordér which has
récentvly prevailed in the cities of South Vietnam; they have -é.lso-a;it‘f'ecteid- g
the tone and direction taken by some recent protest demonstratiéns. Their
hand wés evident in the recent riots in the capital of Binh Dinh Provirice‘, and
they may have alreedy penetrated the PRC., Viet Cong propaganda throughout
September has increasingly called upon the people to take adva.ntagé of the
government's confusion by pressing on all fronts. This capitalizing on
unrest is an old peliéy; vhat is new is the rich opportunity presented by
the collapsing of GVN amthority. The Viet Cong have apparently decided that
heightened efforts on their part will feduce the country to near anarchy and
the government té impotence, bringing an early victory in the form of a
negotiated truce and & "neuwiralist" government dominated by their National
Liberation Frgh-b. Although these heightened efforts may include some battalion-
gized, or larger attacks, we do not belleve that the Viet Cong are trying to
fofz_"ce .a military decision at this stage. Rather, they wil_.l continue stressing
: small;scale terrorist activity a.imed at mrﬁherving ‘the breakdown of -adminis—

tration and the decline of faith in the government.

14. Viet Cong Capabilities in the Cities. Viet Cong strength in the

cities has almost certalnly increased gsubstantially in recent months. We
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base this cénclus’ien on our general reading of the present situa:bijon rather -
than on specific lmowle&ge of current Viel‘b Cong asseté. In the cloging days
of the Diem regime, Vietnamese police and security agencies hed a fairly? |
good reading on the nature and extent of the Viet Cong appara‘,tqs,j:.n;th? .
capital area, and it did not constitute a serioug threat at that time. '
Immediately following the November 1963 coup, however, _qucnej, Tra.nBa Tha.nh
bega;me‘ Deputy Director of Natlonal Police. There are strong ‘grouﬁds i’or
believing that Tha.nh may be a Communist agent; in any event he released some
key Viet Cong prisoners, destroyed Viet Cong dossiers in police archives,
and placed at least one known Viet Cong agent in 8 key Iidsition within ‘the
police structure. Although Thenh was ousted when Khanh seized power, the
Saigon police and security services have not recovered their anti-Commmnist
capabilities. The fact that Communist agitation 5ti11 remeins under careful
cover, however; suggests that the Viet Cong intend still to husband these

assets and not risk them in a rremature takeover attempt.
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