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CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY

21 February 1963

SUBJECT: SNIE 85-2-63: REACTIONS TO US LOW-LEVEL OVERFLIGHTS OF CUBA

THE PROBLEM

To estimate Soviet and Cuban reaction to the resumption of US low-
level reconnaissance of Cuba on the basis of 3-4 missions a week for a
two-week period,}/ and to estimate reactions to a more extensive program

on a continuing basis.

THE ESTIMATE

1. Soviet and Cuban forces both generally refrained from hostile
action against the program of low-level flights last fall. No hostile
action was taken against the two low-level missions of 9 February. This
policy may be influenced by Soviet/Cuban estimates that their capabilities

against low-level intrusions are poor, but the controlling factor probably

;/ i.e., an approximation of the number of missions required to cover
the fixed targets recommended by COMOR in a separate paper.
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bas been their almost certain belief that armed action against a Us Plane
would invite prompt and serious reprisals, thereby reopening a crisis in

which the US would again enjoy major military advantages.

2. It does not automatically follow, however, that the Soviets and
Cubans would adhere to this policy in the face of repeated low-level in-
trusions. They recognize that the more effective photographic éoverage
obtained from these missions would Prevent them from concealing éan& activa
ities which they might hope to hide from high-altitude reconnaissance.,
More important, low-level penetrations are far more conspicuous than high-
altitude overflights and could not be so easily ignored. Considerable
numbers of Cubans would be avare of these infractions of sovereignty, and
Castro and the Soviets would be reluctant to be revealed as unwilling or
unable to counter them. In addition, repeated low-level flights would in-
troduce a new factor into the situation because, unlike the case of high-
altitude penetrations, the Soviets would no longer have a monopoly of the

means of military response.

3. Soviet and Cuban reactions would depend in part upon their esti-
mate of their capabilities to shoot down a low-level intruder. If they
regarded their chances of shooting down a flight as virtually nil; then
their alternatives for counteraction would be a general political out-

cry against the US or some form of Soviet reprisal elsewhere. However,
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ve think it unlikely that the Soviets would be willing to take major
action against US interests elsevhere, mainly because effective reprisals
against the US in such areas as Berlin carry too great a danger of a gen-

eral crisis and military escalation. _ - -

nt Lo

L. In the remainder of this estimate, we assume that Soviet and
Cuban forces can take hostile action against low-level penetratibns, and
thus regard themselves as faced with the decision of whether to‘%o.so.g/
Further, we assume that Castro can take such action independent of Soviet
cooperation. The Juay ments which follow, moreover, are subject to con-

tinuing review based on our appraisals of Soviet,Cuban reactions to the

program undertaken.

Reactions Under Various Circumstances

5. ‘Soviet and Cuban reactions would vary in accordance with several
factors. In addition to the possible influence of developments elsewhere
in world affairs, the chances of a hostile résponse would rise with the
frequency of overflights, the use of night photography, the number of Cubans
exposed to overflights, the publicity given the program by the US, and pProb-

ably the length of time during which the program continued.

6. In the case of three or four missions a week for a two-week-period,

we believe that Soviet and Cuban reaction would be minimal. They Probably

2/ See the attached Vulnerability study.

-3 -

s-E/um




s-rﬁ-m'

now expect low-level flights to verify their announced troop withdrawals
and will not actively Oppose such observations. During this phase the
Soviets could not be certain whether the US was only verifying withdrawals
of personnel and equipment or was carrying out & new program directed
against other intelligence objectives. Their suspicioné‘ébout ﬁée purpose
of the flights might be arocused by the specific targets, buﬁ'we é;ubt that
this would influence their reaction, nor do we believe tkey would hait the

withdrawals.

T. After the scheduled withdrawal was completea, if the flights
continue at about the same frequency, we do not believe that either the
Soviets or the Cubans would immediateiy take hostile action. They would be_
likely to conclude that the US was s@ill prying to collect specific ine
telligence ipformation rather than delivering a calculated political affrort.
Moreover, the cos£ to their prestige and dignity would not be too great in

tolerating a program of this scope for a few weeks.

8. 1If this program coqtinued'Without interruptior. or if the fre.
quency of missions increased, the pressures on both Cuta and the USSR for
an active response would grow. Castro for his part would te inclined to
interpret a prolonged perisd of overflighis on an increased scale as a
JUS asttempt to encourage passive resistance by demonstrating JS power arnd

the regime's impotence to the Cuban population. His fears of an invasion
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would be intensified, and he would probably feel himself under mounting
pressure to make some effective and demonstrative response. The USSR,
more concerned with the dangers of escalation and less concerned with in-

Jured Cuban‘pride, would probably respond to Castro's demands for counter-

action by counselling continued restraint.

9. In these circumstances, the USSR would probably try to temporize
for a time, Perhaps privately warning the US that it could not be respon-
sibie for Castro's actions. If overflights continued on a fairly frequent
baéis,rhowever, the Soviets would suffer some loss of prestige and face a
major aggravation of their relations with the Cuban regime, all the while
running the danger that they would be involuntarily committed by unilateral
or even irresponsible, trigger happy'Cubén action. It is entirely possible
that they would seek to end overflights by cooperating witﬁ Cuban forces in
an attack upon a low-level intruder, but we do not believe that they would
choose this response unless they had somehow persuaded themselves that
they could keep the resulting tension; within managesble limits. We con-
tinue to believe that the USSR would not accept serious risks of general

war over Cuba.

10. Alternatively, the Soviets might resort to a major political and
bropaganda campaign, hoping to gain a UN resolution condemning US over-

‘flights. Or they might explore the pPossibility of concessions to US demands
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if they came to feel that it was essential to vut a stop by some means to
systematic low-level overflights; these might take the form of even more
withdrawals of Soviet forces made in the hope that they could persuade the
US to cease its program. Another possibility is that they would limit
_themselves initially to a reopening of diplomatic conversations on Cuba,
holding out the prospect of further reduction in Soviet forces if the US

first halted low-level reconnaissance.

il. If Castro were faced with a program of frequent flighté and a
Soviet refusal to take military counteraction, he probably would at some
point order Cuban forces to act against low-level penetrations. We are
unable, however, to predict at what point he would attempt a unilateral

response.

12, While the Soviets and Cubans would weigh their actioms in the
light of the risks involved, there is always the possibility of an un-
authorized shootdown, or the accidental loss of a plane over Cuba. In
these circumstances the US might be unaware of he cause of loss and

could accordingly be faced with an ambiguous situation.

13. Night Photography. Detonation of the flash cartridges used in

night photographic missions would considerably increase the chances that
air defense units would believe that they were under attack, thus consid-

erably increasing the chance of their spontaneous hostile response.
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