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CRITICAL SITUATION OVERVIEW

The Soviei-Czechoslovak Crisis, 1968

The Soviet-Czechoslovak crisis of 1968 continues to be
useful for retrospective study and analysls of the main problems
posed for intelligence both in monitoring the evolution of a
critical situation and in meking adequate Judgments regarding
the likelihood and imminence of eusuant hostile military action.
Documentation oan the intelligence coverage of this crisls is
extengive. Community reporting over its long course was volu-
minous. Under USIB aegis, dectailed post-mortems were also
prepared on this crisis shortly after it had subsided,* These
post-mortems reviewed and appraised the intelligence publication
record, the performance of sources, and the general effectiveness
of the indications/warning process in such crises. In the suc-
ceeding paragraphs of this paper we have drawa upon these records
to: (a) summarize the crisis itself, and (b) highlight the
charactTristics of this crisis which are probably common in many
crises,

1. The Origin and Beginning of the Crisis. The Soviet-
Czechoslovak crisis of 1968 was marked initially by Soviet mis-
calculation--a factor which also figured in the Cuban missile
erisis, 1962, First, the USSR had not evidenced any particular
or growing concern over Czechoslovak restiveness which had been
brewing since 1963. Second, Moscow failed to appreciate that
fundamental political changes were underway in Czechoslovakia
and in late December 1967 acquiesced in Novotny's ouster, paviug
the way for Dubcek's assumption of power. But the moves made by
the new Dubcek regime in early January 1968 to liberalize
Czechoslovak political l1life and encourage a free press began to
arouse Soviet apprehension, From the intelligence standpoint
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the crisis began at that time--although ite rools may be traced
" back, historically, for scveral ycars and possibly cven decades.

: 2. Build-up of the Crisis.’ The crisia built-up slowly
almost imperceptibly at flrst.. During the first two to three
months in 1968, we believe that the Soviet leadership came to
recognize the Czechoslovek liberalization actions as an open,
heretical threat to Communist ideology. From the Soviet point
of view, unless arrested, such a heresy could spread into other
satellite countries and, conceivably, to the Soviet Union itself.
More importantly, Czechoslovak independence could seriously
weaken the heart of Soviet strategy in Bastern Burope: polltical
hegemony, a military buffer zone west of the Soviet frountier,

and a shield of reliable satelliie forces arrayed opposite NATO,

3. Iate in March, intelligence began to suggest that, if
things went unchecked, there was ultimately the possibility of
Soviet military intervention in Czechoslovekia. ZFarliler 1in
March, statements by the leaders and in the Soviet and East
European press as well as information from other sources clearly
indicated that -the Soviets were alarmed over developments in
Czechoslovakia and counsidered them more scrious than the Rumanian
assertion of independence in foreign policy. Reports received
during and after the 23 March Dresden meeting confirmed that the -
Soviet Union and its orthodox allies believed that Cowmunidt rule
was indeed threatened in Czéchoslovakia, However, other considera-
tions made it appear to intelligence at the time that Prague had
succeeded in gaining Moscow tolerance of its experiment, at least
momentarily. '

L. The Crisis Worsens: Deployment of Soviet Troops on
the Czechoslovak Borders. The situation became "more serious"
in early May when the Soviets moved elements of seven to eight
ground divisions to the borders of Czechoslovakia. The initial
deployment of these forces probably occurred between 5 and 8 May.
In retrospect, it appears thet this troop aectivity was a reaction
to Soviet failure to persuade Dubcek to alter his course during
his stay in Moscow, 4-5 May. The earlier last-minute cancellatjon
of Warsaw Pact Exercige CASCALE, which had been scheduled to start
on 1 April indicated developments in Czechoslovakia had reached
& point where Prague's wlllingness to honor Warsaw Pact commit-
ments had been at issue,
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5. L, Wwe bclﬁevc that these ground
forces were drawn out of garrisons of the Group of Soviet Forces,
Cermany, the Northern Group of Forces, Poland and the Carpathian
Military District and shifted, respectively, to arcas of East:::::]

rmany, Poland, and the USSR contiguous t zechoglovakia.
the precise

composition of the forces which were deployed are still unknown
to us.,: We also remain uncertain about the Soviet purpose in
deploying these forces. |

| Certalnly,

the forces in place represented a form of pressure. Moreover,
they were effectively positioned for rapid displacement into
Czechoslovekie either on Soviet decision, or by "iavitation"
from some conservative elements in Czechoslovakia,

6. Soviet deployment of ground forces to the Czechoslovak
border must have been preceded by some preparatory measures. It
is probable that preliminary planning of this action took place
sometime in April at the latest., But we know little of the
advance preparations., Although the troop movements were
wnannounced and not confirmed publicly by the Soviets until
10 May, we know that ground coutingents were at the Czechoslovak
borders as early as 5-8 May. We have no firm evidence, however,
on their staging, depaxture transport, and positioning outside
thelr n ns 3 that advance
partie ould have
moved to. the border areas sometime before the arrival of the
main elements. In the case of the divisiouns deployed from the
Carpathian Military District which have been ldentified as being
at the border in May, it is probable that preparations for their
movement involved some augnentation in personnel and equipment
and other activity normally associated with such movement. Yet,
we did not observe this activity--nor were we able to negate it
on the basis of" 1nformation recelved either at the time or
. gince,
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T. There was no intelligence evidence of any unusual
alr, naval, or other military force activity by Soviet or East
European units during the initial period of this ground force
mancuvering or in the following fortnight or so. We believe
thal it tock the Soviets until about 19 June to complete this
initial deployment of divisional ground forces and some non-
divisional service and support troops to the border areas.
These troops remalued in place along the Czechoslovak borders
at least up to the time of the August invasiom.

8. While the USSR continued political negotiations with
Czechoglovakia during May and June 1968, i1t also exerted new
military pressures additional to that represented by border
deployment. Military activity was generally stepped up through-
out the USSR and Eastern Burope. Some of this activity seemed
to focus on Czechoglovakia,

| A number of exercises were con-

ducted and there were many visits to Prague by senior Soviet
officers, This increased level of activity continued in the
perlod to the beginning of Warsaw PRaclt Exercise, SUMAVA.

9. On 24 May, Czechoslovakia announced that Exercise
SUMAVA would be held on its territory--apparently in response
to Soviet demands for such an exercise. This action provided
the Soviets with the excuse which they had seemed to be sedking
for geveral weeks to introduce wmilitary forces into Czechoslovakia.

| We kunow nov

reliably, but did not at the time, that Exercise SUMAVA was
hastily arranged.
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. 10. The First Intervention: Exercise SUMAVA. Exercise
SUMAVA was conducted in the period 20-30 June by Soviet, Polish,
Czechoslovek, and East German forccs--and possibly Hungarian
and Bulgarian, It was widely publicized both in the Warsaw Pact
countries and in the West. g

11. The scenario for Exercise SUMAVA| W

l l

In many respects it was & plan applicable for movement of Soviet
forces into Czechoslovakia from positions in East Germany, Poland
and the USSR in reactlon to any contingency--and it so served.

12. The USSR delayed withdrawal of its forces when the
exercise terminated. Soviet elements probably began to leave
between 13 and 15 July, but- at & slow and deliberate rate--some
two weeks after the exercise had cnded. Soviet forces were
still leaving Czechoslovekia in early August. A definltive
account of this withdrawal has never been developed, however.
These Soviet troops did not return to their permanent bases;
instead they repositioned along the border.

13. The Political Confrontations and the Weight of Soviet
Military Pressure Increases, 13-23 July. A new critical stage
in the crisis developed during the second half of July 1968. 1In
an Intelligence Memorandum }CIA noted
similarities between the Soviel actions toward Prague and those
moves which preceded the 1956 Soviet intervention in Budapest
and warned that the "Soviet troops which moved into Czechoslovakia
were placed thcre not for the exercises that provide a pretext,
but as & token of Moscow's readiness to intervene militarily if
worst came to worst." The Soviets met in Warsaw with their four
hard-line allies--East Germany, Poland, Hungary, and Bulgaria--
on 1h and 15 July. This meeting resulted in the harshly-worded
"Warsaw letter" to Prague.
on the situation emphasized that If all pressures failed to divert
the Czechosloveks from their course, the Soviet leaders "would
choose...to move militarily to reimpose conventional Communist
power," Prague reacted with a counter-proposal for bilateral
meetings with Moscow which the Soviets accepted. These meetings
were eventually held, of course, in Cierna, 29 July - 1 August.
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lh, On the military side during the latter rt of Jul
" Boviet activity continued to intensify.

border. Soviet tactical aircraft werc deployed to bases in EBast
Germany, Poland, and the Military Districts of the USSR near
‘Czechoslovakia, A number of unusual increases in other military
activities were also noted at the time,

15. Soviet Build-up of Capabillty to Intervenqlraj July -
20 August. On 23 July the Soviet Defcense Ministry announced
the beginning of a 19-day large-~scale military logletics exercise
which wonld 1nvolve the mobilization of rear services units,
equipment, personnel (including regular troops and reservists)
and motor transport from the national economy. This exercise
was widely publicized in the Soviet press. Red Star, for example,
carried detalled daily accounts about it. The Soviet press
coverage was our best source of information oun the activity occurring
during this exercise, Without this reporting, we probably would
not have understood this event in any useful respect.

16, Several Tactors suggested to intelligence that this
exercise was unusual and had a purpose different than was being
described in the Soviet press. It was conducted, for example,
in conjunction with other large-scale military training activities
In a period wheu tension between the USSR and Czechoslovakia was
high., Moreover, 1t was also during the agricultural harvest
season when the mobilizetion of reservists and requisitiocning of
various civilian equipments aund vehicles, especially trucks,
could be expected to adversely affect the level of production
in this important sector of the Soviet economy. In retrospect,
we have little doubt that the Soviets planned and carried out
this exercise as a pretext for movements of major forces and the
mobilization of selected understrength combat, service, and

support units,

17. Duriog the period mid-July through early August the
Soviets established a capebility to intervene militarily in
Czechoslovakia on short notice, if sc ordered by the leadership.
To achieve this state of readiness in such a short perlod, the
USSR combined the movement and coucentration of a large new
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~ force of ground combat forces aloug the Cuzechoslovak borders’

with its rear services excrcise, which by 30 July had been
extended to East Germany and Poland,

18. |

| Between 2% and 30 July, five divi-

sions from the Group of Soviel Forces, Germany moved to the

. Czechoslovak border, reinforcing those already in place. Three

divisions from the Southern Group of Forces, Hungary, deployed

on the border, while divisions from the Belorussian and Carpathian
Military Districts deployed into Poland, By 30 July there were

18 Soviet divisions at the border. A Bulgarian regiment, two

Bast German, two. Hungarian, &nd three Polish divisions werc also
positioned along the Czechoslovak borders at this time,

19. A tactical air build-up accompanied these ground force
deployments., On 27 and 28 July more than 250, and possibly as-
many as 100, Soviet fighter-bombers and bombers were deployed
from East Germany, Poland, and the Belorussian and Carpathian
Military Districts to bases in southeast East Germany and south-
west Poland. |

20. The Cierna conference which began on 29 July in this
context was described at the time Iin & CIA publication as taking
place under "immense Soviet psychological-military pressure.,”
Although the USIB Watch Committee concluded on 1 August--the day
on which the Cierna talks ended-~that while "the USSR is in a
high state of readiness to intervene in Czechoslovakia if such
action is deemed necessary” (a conclusion repeated by the Com-
mittee on 8 and 15 August), some sort of agreement appeared to
have beeun reached in the conference. The Soviet press called
for adherence to "the agreement" and seemed less bellicose.
There were other signs on the political side that the tension
had slackened and these persisted through the Bratislava meeting
of 3-4 August. Soviet troops which had been in Czechoslovekia
for Exercise SUMAVA were reportedly still withdrawing while the
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Cierna talkes were in progress and there were some indications
" that this withdrawal had bect -completed about the time the
Bratislava meeling began,

"21. The Soviet military posture around Czechoslovakia was
not affected by the Cierna and Bratislava conferences, however.
The Sovict forces remained on the Czechoslovak borders and were
reinforce by elements from the Baltic Military District, There
was additional evidence thal the Soviets continued preparations
against the contingency of intervention in Czechoslovakia,

22. From 1-20 August, additional ground forces were moved
from the Soviet Union into Poland and additional Soviet tactical
alrecraft were staged to the Czechoslovak border areas. Long-
range subordinated alr transports operating in an unprecedented

forward area support role flew to the same[%ff_desligﬂLngs_lgIg%i]
used by the Soviets when they intervened.

| Several exercises also

{ook place.

23. The most important of these exerciges--a command post
exercise involving Soviet, Polish, and Fast German forces with
over=-all contrcl in Moscow--begen on 13 August and continued
for a five-day period. We believe that this exercise was a last-
minute rehearsal for the invasion of Czechoslovakia. Its scenario
was Followed in detail when the Soviets ilnvaded Czechoslovakia.*
Moscow publicized this exercise probably to avoid its being
interpreted in the West as preparstions for intervention in
Czechoslovakla or a moveagainst West Germany.

2. The Invasion, 20 August, and Aftermath, The USSR
invaded Czechoslovakia on 20 August 1968 in a coordinated assault
jnvolving 16 or so ground force divisions supported by air trans-
port and tactical air elements. There was no Czechoslovak opposi-
tion to this iuvasion when it began. The Soviets, quickly seized
control of key political administrative, communications, end
transport facllities and installations, including at least two
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~major airports (Prague and Brno). Soviet air units also
occupied a lerge number of Czechoslovek alrflelds. The forces
vhich penctrated Cuzechoslovakia initially were delivered by air,
The ground Torces which moved overland from. border positious
were linked with these elcements within a few hours. During the
course of the occupation the Soviets introduced 11 additional
ground force divisions, possibly replacing some of the units
involved in an earlier stage of the operation. In other actions,
the Soviets securcd and consolidated their occupation forces.

25. Representative Characteristics of the Soviet~Czechoslovak
Crisis, 1968. Many of the elements which entered into this crisis
are common to other critical situations, especially those which
might arise in Eastern Europc inwolving the USSR. As illustrated
in the foregoing parasgraphs & full range of basic political
economic, psychological, ideologicel, and military fagtors
figured in intelligence coverage of this contingency. The mix
and welght of these factors will certainly never be duplicated
in any future confrontation between the USSR and one of its
East European satellites. But our experience with this crisis
provides gome specific basls for determining when and where
better collection support, for example, would help us in any
comparable situation.

- 26. The 1968 Soviet-Czechoslovek Crisis developed slowly
over a relatively loug period of time. During the several months
of this erisis, however, the situation eppeared to intelligence
to ebb and flow. Looking back on the crisis, we now believe
that-even after late March when Soviet leaders first seemed to
have perceived the military implications and consequences of
the Czechoslovak rcform program, they coutinued to maneuver
patiently to annul it by means other than by direct military
intervention., In their various efforts to dissuade Prague from
liberalization, they tried meectings and conferences, psychological
and economic pressures, limited troop deployment and increased
military activity aloung Czechoslovak borders, military occupa-
tion under cover of Warsaw Pact exercise, and finelly a large-
scale build-up of forces that were used ultimately to invade
Czechoslovakia, Immediately after the Dresden meeting in March
it appeared that Moscow might tolerate the Czechoslovak experi-
ment. 3But intelligence saw "new frictiouns" by late April and
the possibility that "the growing independence of the Dubcek
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regime may yet bring & harder Soviet reaction, and the relatively -
muted dispute mey become more serious.” Subsequeut to the early
May movement of several Soviet ground force divisions to the
Czechoglovak borders, "...the political climate alternately
improved and worsened and the tone of the Soviel press oscillated
periodically from open, almost threatening hostility to mild,
conclliatory rebuke,” Meanwhile, however, the USSR maintained
its military presence around Czechoslovekia, Almost to the
moment of the Soviet invasion, there were signs that the Soviets
worked for other than & military solution to the Czechoslovak
problemn,.

27. Reexaminatlion of this crisis alerts us, moreover, to
various particular points in time when the Soviets could have
shortened this crisis. If the Sdviets had chosen to place
heavier reliance on their military superiority and only minor
concern about the sensibilities and aspiratiouns of 1ts Czecho-
slovaek slly and its other satellites, the timetable of events
which actually occurred could have been significantly com-
pressed, assuming no change in Czechoslovek intransigence. On
the other hand, the Soviets could have further protracted the
crisis. The situation between the Sovliet Union and Czechoslovakia
would not have reached its final critical phase, of course, if
the Czechoslovaks had knuckled under at any point elong the way.

28. similer appreciations of various representative
. problems which could be presented to intelligence in the event
of another crisis in Eastern Europe can be discerued iun review
of the performance in this crisis various intelligence sources,
Including that which was disseminated openly by the Soviets and
Czechoslovaks. In an earlier paragraph we noted that the Soviet
press was our main source of informetion on the rear services
exercise conducted in late July. |

| Tn another crisis, this might

be reversed--or it could happen that neither of these information
sources supplied Information, These considerations serve as
further reminders that in our study of this crisis we should
consider both interaction among sources and the many variations.
in other ingredlents of this crisis as possible circumstances
vhich we might encounter in a future crisis in this area,
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