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First Release of
Declassified Presidential Briefing Products
16 SEPTEMBER 2015 AT THE LBJ LIBRARY 

On Wednesday, 16 September, CIA and the Intelligence Community released an unprecedented number of President’s 

Daily Briefs (PDBs), and its predecessor, the President’s Intelligence Checklists (PICLs) [an acronym pronounced  

“pickles”] to the public—almost 2,500 documents totaling about 19,000 pages. More than 600 people, including 

scholars, historians, academics, students, and locals from Austin attended the event at the Lyndon Baines Johnson 

Presidential Library on the campus of the University of Texas at Austin.

In his keynote address, CIA Director John Brennan said, “The PDB is amongst the most highly sensitive and classified 

documents. For students of history, these documents will help them understand why one president picks one path over 

another. Whenever we can shed light on our government without harming national security, we shall do so.”

The CIA Director described how the PDB started, including its tailoring to each President and its objective analysis, while 

never prescribing policy. President Kennedy received an intelligence product from a briefer. The document was seven 

pages long, contained two maps, a few written notes, and 14 intelligence briefs, with most no more than two sentences 

in length and ranging in topics. Kennedy, apparently, was “pleased with the content,” according to one staffer. The White 

House contacted CIA the following day to say, “so far, so good.” This was the first PICL, which preceded the publication of 

the PDB under President Johnson. 

“Today’s PDB is unrecognizable from the Kennedy and Johnson years,” the Director said. “Back then, the articles were 

full of colorful language. It has evolved in countless ways since those early years.” He added, “Today, the PDB is so vital 

to the White House, one wonders how they could operate without it.” 
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“Today, the PDB is so vital to the White House, one wonders how 

they could operate without it.”  – D/CIA Brennan
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PARTNERS
 
HISTORICAL REVIEW PROGRAM 
CIA’s Information Management Services of the Agency Data Office is responsible for executing the Agency’s Historical 

Review Program (HRP). This program seeks to identify and declassify collections of documents that detail the Agency’s 

analysis and activities relating to historically significant topics and events. The HRP’s goals include increasing the usabil-

ity and accessibility of historical collections. To do that, IRRG works with partner organizations to organize release events 

to highlight each collection and make it available to the broadest audience possible.

The mission of the HRP is to:

• Promote an accurate, objective understanding of the intelligence information that has helped 

shape major US foreign policy decisions.

• Broaden access to lessons-learned, presenting historical material that gives greater understanding 

to the scope and context of past actions.

• Improve current decision-making and analysis by facilitating reflection on the impacts and 

effects arising from past foreign policy decisions.

• Showcase CIA’s contributions to national security and provide the American public with valuable 

insight into the workings of its government.

• Demonstrate the CIA’s commitment to the Open Government Initiative and its three core values: 

Transparency, Participation, and Collaboration.

CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF INTELLIGENCE 
The History Staff in the CIA Center for the Study of Intelligence fosters understanding of the Agency’s history and its rela-

tionship to today’s intelligence challenges by communicating instructive historical insights to the CIA workforce, other US 

Government agencies, and the public. CIA historians research topics on all aspects of Agency activities and disseminate 

their knowledge though publications, courses, briefings and Web-based products. They also work with other Intelligence 

Community historians on publication and education projects that highlight interagency approaches to intelligence issues. 

Lastly, the CIA History Staff conducts an ambitious program of oral history interviews that is invaluable for preserving 

institutional memories that are not captured in the documentary record.
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“As every President since World War II, I depend on you as one of 

America’s first lines of defense. Every morning, as a result of your 

efforts, an intelligence report is delivered to my desk which is complete, 

concise, perceptive, and responsible.

  

As a result, I am fully aware of the tremendous effort, the tremendous 

teamwork that goes into it and all of the intelligence reports that I receive 

that are so vital to the making of sound policy decisions on national 

security. And let me express my gratitude for this fine work.”

President Gerald R. Ford
Swearing-in ceremony of George H. W. Bush as DCI,  

30 January 1976 
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The declassified President’s Daily Briefs (PDBs) from the 

Nixon and Ford presidential administrations in this collec-

tion include about 2,500 documents and 28,000 pages. 

This declassification effort follows on the heels of the 

President’s Intelligence Checklists (or PICLs, pronounced 

“pickles”) and PDBs delivered to Presidents Kennedy 

and Johnson—some 2,500 documents and 19,000 

pages—released in September 2015. The two collections 

show that the product was tailored—both in content and 

format—to the requirements of each president. These 

documents were the primary vehicle for summarizing the 

day-to-day sensitive intelligence and analysis, as well 

as late-breaking reports, for the White House on current 

and future national security issues. President Richard 

Nixon, as a once practicing attorney, preferred to review 

the PDBs on longer legal size paper, and this format was 

carried into the Ford administration. 

At the beginning of the Nixon administration from 

21 January to 28 April 1969, the CIA delivered morning 

and afternoon PDBs to accommodate National Security 

Advisor Henry Kissinger, who requested the most current 

intelligence as fast-breaking events were unfolding. 

These afternoon PDBs for Kissinger were referred to 

as “Late Notes.” By the close of 1969, the PDB had 

become quite lengthy—generally 10 pages or more—

and its format included a table of contents to manage 

the increasing breadth of intelligence issues. President 

Gerald Ford requested more detailed reporting and anal-

ysis, and these PDBs were often close to 20 pages with 

lengthy Annexes.

Publishing the PDB every day except Sunday was a 

24-hour process, and the PDB staff managed the final 

product from identifying topics for articles in the product 

until “it went to bed” to be published in the early hours 

the following morning. Specific criteria for the PDB articles 

generally reflected what the Agency inferred about the 

interests of the president, as well as what the writers 

and reviewers—the Director of the PDB Staff, the Deputy 

Director for Intelligence (or DDI, now called the Deputy 

Director of Analysis) and the Director of CIA—believed 

should be brought to the attention of the president on 

any given day. The goal was to have delivery to the White 

House or desired location at a time each president 

preferred. According to former Director of Central 

Intelligence (DCI)1 Richard M. Helms, “Neither Jack Smith2 

nor I were ever sure how often Nixon ever glanced at the 

PDB.” By the time Nixon was president, the staff worked 

in three eight-hour shifts, with the end of the night shift 

occurring at 7 AM after the PDB was delivered. 

With Kissinger as Nixon’s gatekeeper, each CIA 

director—Richard M. Helms, James R. Schlesinger, and 

William E. Colby—was distanced from President Nixon 

with the National Security Council taking the lead in pro-

viding the daily intelligence briefing to the president. Under 

the direction of Kissinger, the lengthened, detailed PDB 

delivered beginning on 21 January 1969 had three sec-

tions: “Major Problems,” “Other Important Developments” 

and a final section, an “Annex,” which captured longer 

analytic products on specific topics. Often times, the con-

tent of the Annexes were from Directorate of Intelligence 

(DI) finished products and Intelligence Community (IC) 

assessments, such as National Intelligence Estimates 

(NIEs)—analytic products coordinated across the IC for a 

more unified assessment or to offer alternative views on 

future outcomes—on specific topics or regions. 

1  Until 21 April 2005, the CIA director was known as the Director 
of Central Intelligence, nominally the director of the Intelligence 
Community. With the creation of the Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence on 22 April 2005, the DCI became the director of the 
Central Intelligence Agency (DCIA). 

2  Russell Jack Smith was the Deputy Director for Intelligence from 1966 
to 1971.

STRATEGIC WARNING IN THE EARLY DÉTENTE ERA
DECLASSIF YING THE PRESIDENT’S DAILY BRIEFS DELIVERED TO NIXON AND FORD

CELIA MANSFIELD, CIA/HISTORICAL PROGRAMS COORDINATOR

21 JAN 1969 – 20 JAN 1977 

The President’s Daily Brief (PDB) 

Nixon received the first PDB as 

president on 21 January 1969 

and Ford on 9 August 1974.

FIGURE 1: INTELLIGENCE PRODUCTS FOR THE PRESIDENT

21 JAN – 28 APR 1969 

Afternoon Briefs 

CIA delivered afternoon PDBs to 

NSA Kissinger, who requested 

these “Late Notes.”



9S T R AT E G I C  W A R N I N G  I N  T H E  E A R LY  D É T E N T E  E R A

Richard Lehman3 commented that “[the CIA] was taking 

too much for granted, that we sort of grew up with the 

satellite business and therefore took the things that 

were known about Soviet weapon systems and so on as 

given, and went on from there. Kissinger felt that we were 

assuming things that we shouldn’t assume, and there 

was a great deal of wasted motion as a result of that.” 

The Agency was asked to distinguish between what was 

known as fact and what was analysis in their products to 

the president.

President Nixon was not directly briefed by CIA, and it 

was not until the Ford administration that the Agency 

would directly brief a president on the topics presented 

in the PDB. Ford came to the vice-presidency an informed 

consumer of IC products as a former member of the 

House of Representatives Intelligence Subcommittee on 

Appropriations and later in other roles, including House 

Minority Leader. William Colby, who had been appointed 

CIA director in September 1973, saw an opportunity to 

help the newly appointed Vice President Ford, which would 

later afford CIA unprecedented daily access to him as 

president. Ford visited the CIA on 12 June 1974 and was 

given briefings on a wide-range of intelligence topics. In 

response to Ford’s request, he was sent the PDB with 

an Agency briefer who stayed with him when he became 

president. According to Richard Lehman:

3  Richard Lehman was the director of CIA’s Office of Current Intelligence 
(OCI) from 1970 to 1975. OCI was the Agency’s analytic shop tasked 
with providing current assessments to policymakers.

When it came to [President] Ford, we had a 

briefing officer, Dave Peterson, assigned to Ford 

when he was Vice President, and we had worked 

out a comfortable relationship with him through 

Peterson. When Ford became President, that just 

continued, and we did not try to change a thing.

Ford’s daily briefings, which began on 1 July 1974, ended 

in November 1975 when Brent Scowcroft replaced 

Kissinger as the national security advisor. President Ford, 

as other later presidents who maintained a PDB briefer, 

depended on the working relationship with his briefer to 

convey his interests and areas of concern to the Agency.

The current PDB is managed by the staff located under 

the Director of National Intelligence. The production  

process is similar to that followed in the PDB’s early 

years; however, other IC organizations also have the 

responsibility to take the lead on writing articles, and 

the PDB is now delivered using a secure mobile device. 

With the use of mobile devices, the current PDB includes 

interactive links to in-depth information and features video 

and other sophisticated visual and multimedia techniques 

to quickly tell the story or amplify the message without 

adding excessive content that might overtake the intended 

intelligence reporting. President Barack Obama, on his 

request, has been receiving the PDB on a tablet since 

February 2014. Producing the PDB each day still is a 

24-hour process.

President Nixon visits the CIA building, 7 March 1969.
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WHAT THE PRESIDENTS KNEW, AND WHEN
Each president has come to rely on the intelligence in the 

PDBs with corroborating information collected by multiple 

sources across the Intelligence Community. The “all-

source” PDBs contained intelligence reporting collected by 

various means or sources,4 such as intelligence derived 

by human or clandestine sources (HUMINT), photographic 

imagery (IMINT), communication and electronic signals 

intelligence (SIGINT), and open sources (OSINT). 

In the Nixon and Ford presidential administrations, intel-

ligence collection was derived from HUMINT, SIGINT and 

IMINT from our reconnaissance satellites and aircraft, 

such as the U-2, as well as media and other publicly 

available sources. Whereas photographic imagery of key 

places provided hard data on what was happening on the 

ground at a specific date and time, human or clandes-

tine reporting and signal intercepts could provide more 

strategic intelligence, such as the intentions of foreign 

governments. As a result of effectively incorporating many 

sources from multiple intelligence community organiza-

tions into the PDB, the CIA could provide more accurate 

assessments and projections on international events 

and future issues that required White House attention. 

Under Nixon and Ford, the PDB reported on the results 

of détente related to actions taken by the Soviet Union 

and China; conflicts in the Third World, as in Angola’s 

4 All the intelligence information arriving at CIA was managed by the 
Operations Center, which was established in 1963, initially under 
the Directorate for Intelligence. As technology to deliver information 
improved, the PDB staff received a heavy dose of cables and other 
documents to ensure that the president received the latest intelligence 
on significant issues. 

continued crisis leading up to its independence in 1975; 

continued fighting in Vietnam after the signing of the 

peace agreement on 27 January 1973 and the final end of 

the Vietnam war on 30 April 1975; the 1973 military coup 

in Chile resulting in President Salvador Allende’s death 

and the start of General Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship; 

the PDB’s account of the September 1972 terrorist attack 

at the Munich Olympic Games, often described as the first 

modern international terrorist attack; and details on the 

1973 Arab-Israeli War, in which the United States and the 

Soviet Union clashed to the point that Washington placed 

its missile forces on high alert.

COLD WAR THAW BEGINS WITH DÉTENTE
A thawing of the Cold War between the United States and 

the Soviet Union increased discussion of arms control, 

which led to formal agreements on the proliferation of 

nuclear and biological weapons, arms control initiatives, 

and the security of Europe. When Nixon took office in 

1969, the Warsaw Pact Political Consultative Committee 

sent an offer to hold a summit on “security and coopera-

tion in Europe,” which began talks towards limiting nuclear 

capabilities of the US and USSR and the signing of the 

SALT I treaty in 1972. In the same year, the Biological 

Weapons Convention was opened for signature and the 

Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty was concluded. Talks on 

SALT II also began at the end of 1972. In May 1972, the 

PDB reported on Soviet media broadcasts anticipating 

President Nixon’s visit to Moscow the following week:

On the Moscow evening television news on 

16 May, the commentator, V. Sharagin, declared 

that “despite the stormy course of events,” the 

USSR seeks the solution of international prob-

lems at the negotiating table. In noting that the 

president will begin his visit next week, he ex-

plained that the talks will review all outstanding 

questions with the aim of improving bilateral re-

lations and strengthening the outlook for peace.

On the other hand, reporting in the PDB during this  

time frame also showed that expectation of the warming 

of relations in the era of détente would not be realized  

in the US-USSR competition and interventions around  

the world, including support to opposing sides in Vietnam.  

On 7 June 1972, the PDB reported that the Soviets  

publically expressed their support to North Vietnam:

President Barack Obama receives the PDB in tablet form.
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The third anniversary this week of the Viet 

Cong’s Provisional Revolutionary Government 

has given the Soviets their first opportunity since 

the summit to express their support to the Viet-

namese Communists publicly. At the Viet Cong 

ambassador’s reception on 5 June and in a mes-

sage to the PRG leaders, the Soviets condemned 

“US aggression” in Indochina and affirmed that 

the USSR would fulfill its “internationalist duty” 

to support Vietnam.

In the summer of 1975, Ford traveled to Helsinki, Finland, 

joining British Prime Minister Harold Wilson, French 

President Giscard d’Estaing, German Chancellor Helmut 

Schmidt, Soviet General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, 

and the leaders of 30 other nations to sign the Helsinki 

Accords. Drafted by these 35 nations, the accords, or 

Final Act, were the result of two years of negotiations. 

The work done, and agreements reached, at Helsinki are 

widely credited as the beginning of the end of the Soviet 

Union’s tight grip on Eastern Europe. The 23 July 1975 

PDB carried the following summary of the analytic assess-

ment on the Helsinki Accords:

The summit of Conference on the Security and 

Cooperation in Europe is the culmination of nego-

tiations that were frustrating as well as education-

al for all participants. For the Soviets the route 

to the summit was longer and bumpier than they 

anticipated. Nevertheless, they can, with some 

justification, view the successful conclusion of the 

conference as a triumph for their diplomacy….

Constant exposure to the negotiating tactics of the 

Soviets was a useful reminder to the Europeans of 

the limits of détente diplomacy. The maintenance 

of solidarity throughout the negotiations was a 

major Western achievement.

The Agency’s analysis foreshadowed what would occur 

less than 15 years later with the fall of the Berlin Wall and 

Poland’s declaration of independence from Soviet rule.

UNSET TLED WEATHER DESPITE THAW: COLD WAR 
REGIONAL CONFLICTS CONTINUE
As bilateral relations thawed, the United States and the 

Soviet Union continued to back their surrogates in the 

Middle East, Latin America, Africa, and Southeast Asia. 

Neither side trusted the other, and the potential for talks 

to break down and for nuclear war remained constant. 

Intelligence collection remained a high priority as each 

side used information from defectors, signal intercepts 

and reconnaissance satellites to determine possible 

intentions and attempt to gain the strategic advantage 

over its opponents.

THE MIDDLE EAST: WASHINGTON AND MOSCOW 
FACE-OFF IN THE 1973 ARAB-ISRAELI WAR
The 1973 Arab-Israeli War was fought between Israel and 

a coalition of Arab nations led by Egypt and Syria from 

6 to 25 October. The war began on Yom Kippur with a 

surprise invasion of Sinai and the Golan Heights—regions 

Israel captured during the 1967 Six-Day War—by Egypt 

and Syria, respectively. By the second week, the Syrians 

had been pushed out of the Golan Heights, and Israel 

had struck Egyptian Army reinforcements advancing on 

Sinai. The Soviets supplied Egypt with weapons, and by 

14 October, US weapons were delivered to Israel. When 

the United Nations (UN)-proposed ceasefire resolutions 

were at an impasse, Brezhnev sent Nixon a hotline mes-

sage suggesting that the United States and the Soviet 

Union send troops to Egypt to “implement” the ceasefire. 

If Nixon chose not to do so, Brezhnev threatened, “we 

should be faced with the necessity urgently to consider 

the question of taking appropriate steps unilaterally.” The 

United States responded by putting its nuclear forces on 

worldwide alert on 25 October. During that Thursday’s 

Politburo’s meeting in Moscow, Soviet leaders discussed 

whether the Soviet Union was prepared for a large-

scale war with the US. “It is not reasonable to become 

engaged in war with the United States because of Egypt 

and Syria,” said Premier Alexei Kosygin, while KGB Chief 

Yuri Andropov added that “we shall not unleash the Third 

World War.” The 26 October PDB mentioned that there 

was “no public Soviet reaction to the announcement that 

US forces are on alert.”

President Nixon meets with Soviet Ambassador  
Anatoly Dobrynin (right) at the White House. 
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As reported in the 26 October PDB, the UN Security 

Council adoption of Resolution 340—which called for a 

ceasefire, the withdrawal of all forces to their 22 October 

positions, and UN observers and peacekeepers to monitor 

the ceasefire—probably reduced the threat of Soviet 

unilateral intervention. In that same issue of the PDB, 

analysis indicated that Moscow intended to play an active 

role in Middle East peacekeeping, given the following 

evidentiary reporting:

During the [UN] Security Council debate, Soviet 

Ambassador Malik indicated that he expected troops 

from Communist and nonaligned countries to 

participate in the new peacekeeping force. Seventy 

Soviet soldiers arrived in Cairo yesterday, ready to 

join the UN observers on the scene; Secretary Gen-

eral Waldheim denied them permission to do so.

Though the war did not scuttle détente, it brought the 

United States closer to a nuclear confrontation with 

the Soviet Union than at any point since the Cuban 

missile crisis.

LATIN AMERICA: COVERING EVENTS IN CHILE
US-Chile relations were frosty during Salvador Gossens 

Allende’s presidency. On 11 September 1973, Allende died 

during the military coup launched by Army Commander-in-

Chief Augusto Pinochet, who then became president. 

A striking aspect of the world reaction to the military coup 

that overthrew Allende has been the widespread assump-

tion that the ultimate responsibility for this overthrow lay 

with the United States, including US participation in the 

coup. The reporting in the PDBs highlighted a different 

perspective. From the time Allende assumed the presi-

dency in 1970 to his death in 1973, the PDBs described a 

broken Chilean economy and a disenfranchised population 

that no longer supported his reforms. In the 18 January 

1972 PDB Annex, an article entitled, “Chile: Allende Loses 

Momentum,” clearly described the difficulties facing Allende 

since late 1971. The analytic review of trends and the 

future of Allende’s government in this article was bleak: 

[Allende’s] objective, the establishment of a 

Marxist-socialist state in Chile, is being frustrated 

by an increasingly confident political opposition. 

But economic problems now seem to be the most 

intractable and to these there are no easy an-

swers….The opposition has begun to make more 

effective use of its legislative majority and the influ-

ence it retains with many Chileans. 

With the situation in Chile worsening, the 17 October 1972 

PDB reported on strikes and the dynamiting of a railroad 

from the main port serving Santiago on the previous day, 

providing analysis that if these disruptions continued they 

“will also accelerate Chile’s economic deterioration—

Allende’s gravest problem.”

Reporting on Chile headlined in the PDB almost daily, 

leading up to the report of Allende’s death in the 

12 September 1973 PDB:

The armed forces, with the help of the national 

police, have assumed control of Chile. A four-

man junta, composed of the chiefs of the armed 

services and the carabineros intends to govern 

with advice from civilians. The junta’s plans for 

political reform indicate that such civilians will 

be businessmen and professional guild leaders re-

sponsible for recent anti-government shutdowns, 

rather than political leaders who had opposed 

Allende. The new rulers have declared Congress 

to be in recess. 

The same article reported on the death of Allende and the 

military junta distancing itself from Cuba:

President Allende is dead, but reports that he 

committed suicide have not been confirmed….

The only strong reaction from among Latin 

American governments has come from Cuba. 

The Castro government has charged that its 

embassy was attacked by Chilean forces and has 

complained because the Chileans tried to stop 

by force a Cuban ship hastily leaving Valparaiso 

yesterday. The junta has announced it will break 

relations with Havana.

In the days that followed, the PDBs showed evidence that 

Pinochet’s government sought to improve relations with 

Washington.

AFRICA: COLD WAR ADVERSARIES CONVERGE  
IN ANGOLA
In Portugal, a leftist military coup overthrew the Caetano 

government in the 1974 Carnation Revolution, and the 

new government, the National Salvation Junta, quickly 

granted Portugal’s colonies independence. After years 

of fighting for independence from Portugal, what ensued 

in Angola was a civil war that created a Cold War battle-

ground for the Soviet Union, Cuban mercenaries fighting 
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on the ground, China, and the United States as they 

delivered military assistance to their preferred Angolan 

military clients. Three main military movements had been 

fighting for Angolan independence since the 1960s. The 

Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) was 

a Marxist organization centered in the capital, Luanda, 

and led by Agostinho Neto. The National Front for the 

Liberation of Angola (FNLA), led by Holden Roberto, was 

based in the northern part of the country and had strong 

ties to a US ally, Mobutu Sese Seko, in neighboring Zaire. 

Finally, the National Union for the Total Independence 

of Angola (UNITA), an FNLA offshoot, was led by Jonas 

Savimbi and supported by the country’s largest ethnic 

group, the Ovimbundu. 

Following the Portuguese coup, these three Angolan 

revolutionaries met with representatives of the new 

Portuguese Government in January 1975 and signed the 

Alvor Agreement that granted Angolan independence 

and provided for a three-way power sharing government; 

however, as the PDBs reported in early 1975, trust quickly 

broke down, and the country descended into civil war as 

each Angolan revolutionary vied for sole power. The United 

States supplied aid and training to both the FNLA and 

UNITA, while troops from Zaire assisted Holden Roberto 

and his fighters. China sent military instructors to train 

the FNLA. By 7 June 1975, the PDBs were reporting over 

renewed fighting in Angola and a divided Lisbon on how to 

deal with its African colony. During the summer of 1975, 

the Soviet-supported MPLA was able to consolidate power 

in Luanda and oust the US-supported FNLA from the 

capital, but the FNLA continued to attack. The analytic 

summary of the Annex article in the 10 June 1975 PDB 

foreshadowed a country in chaos as the Portuguese troops 

were preparing to withdraw on 11 November 1975, Angola’s 

Independence Day:

Angola is likely to lurch toward independence 

next November plagued by intermittent clashes 

among contending liberation groups. If one of the 

two principal groups perceives that it has gained a 

clear military advantage, it may initiate all-out war 

against the other before independence is achieved.

On 25 October 1975, with Lisbon turning over authority of 

the country to the three warring Angolan liberation groups 

in less than three weeks, the PDB noted that fighting had 

intensified significantly over the past several days, with 

little to no chance of reconciliation. After 11 November, 

neighboring African countries sent fighters, which only 

furthered the spread of intensified fighting. 

The Soviet Union provided military training and equipment 

to the MPLA and, as reported in the PDB on 15 November 

1975, the Soviets were “using Cubans to support the 

Popular Movement in the field in order to avoid direct 

Soviet involvement.” PDB reporting in the following 

months described a Soviet Union unwilling to back off on 

its military support to the MPLA, regardless of whether it 

complicated détente efforts with Washington. CIA’s view of 

the future of Soviet commitment in Angola was described 

in the 24 December 1975 PDB: 

Moscow’s performance in Angola over the past 

several months bespeaks a rather tough and 

unyielding cast of mind regarding its support for 

the MPLA. The Soviets have been unflinching in 

the face of the countervailing pressures that have 

arisen, both in Africa and the US, during those 

months. Moscow seems to be saying, both on the 

ground in Angola and in its public utterances, 

that it is willing to go a significant distance to 

support an MPLA victory….Moscow cannot afford 

another highly visible defeat, particularly be-

tween now and the Party Congress, and particu-

larly in a situation like Angola where the “victor” 

would seem to be the US. If this contingency 

threatened, we would expect the Soviets to send 

in more arms, more Cubans, and more of their 

own advisors.

From the US point of view, one of the aims of détente was 

to draw the Soviet Union further into the international 

system so that Washington could induce Moscow to show 

restraint in its dealings around the world. With Cuba 

having intervened in Angola as a Soviet proxy, the general 

view in Washington was that Moscow was breaking the 

Colby sworn in as DCI, 4 September 1973.
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rules of détente. The appearance of a Soviet success 

and a US loss in Angola on the heels of a victory by 

Soviet-supported North Vietnam over US-supported South 

Vietnam continued to erode US faith in détente as an 

effective Cold War foreign policy.

SOUTHEAST ASIA: ENDING THE VIETNAM WAR
Although a peace agreement was signed on 

27 January 1973, neither of the Vietnamese parties abided 

by the settlement, and the war continued. The peace 

settlement, however, enabled the United States to withdraw 

from the war and welcome American prisoners of war back 

home. Without US troops in the country, Washington’s 

bombing efforts did not stop the North Vietnamese forces 

and the Viet Cong guerrillas from regrouping and upgrad-

ing their logistics system to infiltrate and take control of 

the south. They resumed offensive operations when the 

dry season began and by early 1975, they quickly recap-

tured previously lost territory in South Vietnam, which 

as reflected in the PDBs caught Saigon and the West by 

surprise. The 1 March 1975 PDB reported that the North 

Vietnamese had heavily infiltrated South Vietnam during 

the past month, noting that “Hanoi’s infiltration effort is 

running about a third higher than a year ago….concentrated 

on moving manpower to the provinces around Saigon and 

to the highlands.” By 6 March, the PDB noted an upsurge 

in fighting in the highlands, suggesting that the North 

Vietnamese spring campaign had begun and on 8 March, 

the PDB assessed that intensified combat would break out 

elsewhere in the south.

Almost daily analysis of the deteriorating situation in South 

Vietnam, as city after city fell under the control of the 

North Vietnamese and Viet Cong, was carried in the PDB, 

frequently as the leading article. The 28 March PDB noted:

Saigon is hurriedly formulating plans to redeploy 

the four South Vietnamese divisions that are be-

sieged in the northern provinces. General Vien, 

the chairman of the Joint General Staff, does not 

believe Da Nang can be held and expects to move 

the Marines and one division to the Saigon area 

and relocate two other divisions to the central 

coast….The collapse of the government’s forces 

in the northern two thirds of South Vietnam has 

occurred with such speed that the full magnitude 

of the disaster has not yet registered in Saigon.

In a six-page Annex in the 28 March PDB analyzing the 

bleak situation in South Vietnam, CIA incorrectly esti-

mated that the date of the eventual taking of Saigon 

would likely occur by early 1976, projecting that the 

North Vietnamese “will keep up their military pressure 

to topple the South Vietnamese government by out-

right defeat, unless there have been political changes 

in Saigon that open the way to a new settlement on 

near-surrender terms.” By 29 March, the PDB reported 

that Da Nang had fallen, and one month later the US 

began an emergency evacuation of Americans from 

Saigon. On 30 April 1975, North Vietnamese Army tanks 

rolled through the gates of the Presidential Palace in 

Saigon, effectively ending the war. The 

30 April PDB noted, “The flag of the Viet Cong’s 

Provisional Revolutionary Government was hoisted over 

the presidential palace at 12:15 today Saigon time, 

marking the end of over 30 years of war in Vietnam.”

THE DAWN OF MODERN INTERNATIONAL TERRORISM
An upswing in international nationalist, religious, and 

ethnically motivated terrorist attacks occurred during the 

Nixon and Ford administrations, and the PDBs during this 

time frame provided analytic assessments of these acts 

of terrorism. Palestinian terrorist groups started operating 

in the West for the first time—this included the televised 

bloody attack at the 1972 Summer Olympic Games in 

Munich, Germany. 

On 5 September 1972, Black September, a Palestinian 

terrorist organization founded in 1970, kidnapped 

and killed a group of Israeli Olympic athletes. Black 

September’s political goal was to negotiate for the release 

of Palestinian prisoners. The group used spectacular tac-

tics to bring international attention to its national cause 

and the tragic events were covered live by most of the 

world’s TV networks that were gathered in Munich to cover 

the games. The PDB reported the attack on 5 September 

as a “Late Item” and described the following:

Early this morning Arab guerrillas entered the 

quarters of the Israeli Olympic team in Munich, 

killed at least one occupant, and are holding as 

many as 20 Israeli athletes hostage within the 

building. Press reports indicate the guerrillas are 

demanding the release of Arab prisoners in Israeli 

jails in return for the lives of their hostages. Prime 

Minister Golda Meir is holding an emergency 

meeting of her cabinet to discuss Israel’s response.
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The following day, the PDB article entitled ”Israel-

Fedayeen” noted that Israel would avenge the murder of 

the Israeli Olympic participants and “[a]ny reprisal action 

could be severe, especially since Tel Aviv refrained from 

retaliation following the Lod airport massacre last May.” 

The threats of additional terrorist attacks were peppered 

throughout the PDBs during September, with some Middle 

Eastern countries enforcing restrictions on the Fedayeen 

operating in their countries.

The tragedy in Munich drew international attention, and 

as such, the Nixon administration began working through 

the UN to combat the threat of terrorism and establish 

international counterterrorist measures. When Secretary 

of State William P. Rogers spoke to the UN General 

Assembly one month after the Munich Olympic incident, 

he noted that in the past five years, 27 diplomats from 11 

countries had been kidnapped, and three had been killed. 

The terrorist attack in Munich radically changed the United 

States’ handling of terrorism, and the world awoke to the 

need to counter this increasing new threat—organizing 

to research it, increasing security and passing new laws. 

Treaties were signed to enhance international coopera-

tion to combat terrorism. The term counterterrorism now 

formally entered the US political lexicon.

THE PDB COMES OF AGE IN ITS EARLY YEARS
Each president has come to rely on the intelligence in 

the President’s Daily Briefs with corroborating informa-

tion collected by multiple sources across the Intelligence 

Community. In some cases, PDBs published for Nixon 

and Ford contained Annexes with previously published 

NIEs and lengthy analyses on international crises and key 

issues. As a result of incorporating sources collected by 

multiple IC organizations into their analysis, the CIA was 

well-positioned to provide the most accurate assessments 

on international events and issues in regions that the US 

may not have had access. 

For the authors of the PDB, a president who read the 

articles and thoughtfully commented on the content made 

the day-to-day long hours of preparation endurable. PDB 

authors were enthusiastic to adjust and provide more 

detail when a president indicated what he knew or did 

not know and what a president liked or did not like. When 

one examines the declassified PDBs, one is struck by the 

breadth of intelligence topics that were brought to the 

president’s attention each day and what security issues 

might keep him awake at night. In reviewing these docu-

ments over time, one is also struck by the greater detail 

of the intelligence collected, which contributed to the rich-

ness of the content in the PDBs without taking away from 

the intelligence message or analytic line. Improved collec-

tion techniques and advancements in technical capabili-

ties were the main contributing factors that improved the 

breadth of coverage and sophisticated analysis. Finally, 

in reviewing the PDBs, one is struck by the similarities of 

yesterday’s intelligence issues with those that we in the 

Intelligence Community deal with today—including, but 

not limited to, regional discord resulting in UN peacekeep-

ing interventions, crises in the Middle East, tense treaty 

negotiations and challenges of monitoring agreements, 

conflicts in Africa, and acts of terrorism.

Former DCI George Tenet has called the PDB the CIA’s 

“most important product.” It was, and still is, the most 

tightly held intelligence product and arguably the most 

influential on a daily basis because the content is derived 

from the most up-to-the-minute sources. In most instances, 

the presidents, the Agency’s first customers, concurred and 

often expressed their satisfaction and gratitude.

President Ford and then Republican National Committee Chairman 
George H. W. Bush in the Oval Office, 11 August 1974.
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THE PRESIDENT’S DAILY BRIEF 
SAMPLING OF INTELLIGENCE SUPPORT TO NIXON AND FORD

FIGURE 2: TIMELINE OF EVENTS AND INTELLIGENCE SUPPORT TO NIXON AND FORD
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GERALD  R . FORDRICHARD M. N IXON

DCI: 

HELMS | SCHLESINGER | COLBY 

Received PDB: 

Henry Kissinger, NSA

The DCIs had access to President 

Nixon through the NSC meetings 

that he attended; Nixon read the 

PDB during the day with other 

products when time permitted.

DCI: 

COLBY | BUSH 

Received PDB: 

Brent Scowcroft, NSA

Ford was the first president to 

receive verbal briefings, which were 

discontinued as the Congressional 

Watergate investigation picked up 

momentum.

FIGURE 4: GETTING THE PDBs TO NIXON AND FORD

THE PRESIDENT’S DAILY BRIEF 
SAMPLING OF INTELLIGENCE SUPPORT TO NIXON AND FORD

FIGURE 3: PRIMARY REGIONS AND COUNTRIES REPORTED IN THE PDBs FROM 1969 TO 1977 (percentages show fre-
quency of reporting on these regions and countries)

RICHARD M. HELMS 

30 JUN 1966 - 2 FEB 1973 

JAMES R. SCHLESINGER 

2 FEB - 2 JUL 1973

WILLIAM E. COLBY 

4 SEP 1973 - 30 JAN 1976

GEORGE H. W. BUSH 

30 JAN 1976 - 20 JAN 1977 
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NOTES
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