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NOTE TO THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF -

. A THE RESCUE OF THE "SS MAYAGUEZ" AND ITS CREW (U)

1. {(U) The attached memorandum by the President for the

' Secretary of Defense, 18 May 1975, subject as above, is

referred to J-3 for the actions requlred by the second para-

traph as a matter of urgency.

2. (U) Note the suspense dates of 1200, 20 May 1975, and

1700, 23 May 1975.
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THE WHITE HOUSE

WAGHITNGTOM

Niny 18, 1975

MEMORANDUM IFOR
THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE

SUBJIECT: The Rescue of the SS Mayagucz and its Crew

In the aftermath of the operation to rescue the 55 Mayaguez and its
crew, I consider it essential that we evaluate, as ‘a means of insuring
the most effcctive possible performance in future criscs, the manner
in which this operation was planned and conducted.

In order to facilitate this evaluation, I would like to receive, on a
priority basis, the following:

(a) A detailed and comprehensive chronological exposition of
events and activities from the time of the seizure of the
SS Mayagucez through the completion of the evacuation of
Marines irom Kol Tang Island, focusscd on the activilies
of your Department: )

(b) A copy of ecach order, verbal or written, which was issued
dirccting military plans and operations, from the time of
the basic planning decisions made-at the National Security
Ceuncil meeting at 10:30 p.m. on May 13 through the
evacuation from Koh Tang Island. Included should be all
orders from you to the Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff,
from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the Commander, Pacific
Command, and from that Commander to subordinate com-
manders in the field.

(c) Any observations or suggestions which you consider would
contribute to improvement in the ability of the National
Sccurity Council machinery to deal effectively with crisis
situations. '
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This cvaluation should be conductad on a very close hold basis,  The
material in (b} above should be submitied by noon, Tucsday, May 20,
and the remainder by closc of business Friday, May 23, 1 have
requested similav submissions from the Sceretary of State, the
Director of Central Intelligence, and the Assistant to the President
for National Sccurity Affairs. ' '

-y




L

. Chairman, Joint Chiefs of staff.
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O -ICE OF THE ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF !-FENSE
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20301

it

October 14, 1976

COMPT ROLLER

(Audit)

MEMORANDUM FOR ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF DEFENSE (ISA)

SUBJECT: GAO hether/Final Report, dated May 11, 1976, "The Seizure of
the Mayaguez--A Case Study of Crisis Management" (0SD Case #L4218-4)

Pursuant to DoD Directive 7650.2, it is requested that arrangements be
made for review and evaluation of the subject report.

Since the GAO makes no recommendations in this report, normally a simple
letter of acknowledgement would be prepared. However, if this report
contains misstatement of fact or unsupported conclusions without appro-
priate qualifying language, or does not reflect adequately the comments
of the Department, a detailed reply would be justified.

1f only a simple letter of acknowledgement of receipt of the GAO report

is considered appropriate, it is requested that (1) it be prepared and
sent to GAO without prior referral to this office, and (2) eteven copies of
the signed, dated letter to GAO be provided to this office within two

weeks. (October 28, 1976).

If a simple acknowledgement letter is not considered to be appropriate,
please provide this office -- Asgistant for Audit Report, OASD{Comptroller),
Room 3A 336, The Pentagon (Attn: Mr. Norwood ), for OSD review and approval
prior to dispatch, with (1) six copies of the proposed reply to GAO and

(2) six copies of your transmittal memorandum to this office on or

before pwovember 23, 1976.
In the event that it is not possible to propose a complete response, this

office should be advised immediately by telephone, extension 74238, and
provided with a proposed partial reply no later than the above date.

Clifford A. Falkenau
Assistant for Audit Reports

Enclosure '““”;“~~-~m“;v{jg
ﬂ{& JOWUTIO,
ce: SecArmy Dir., 35— ;ﬁ’ %;
SecNavy DTACCS 3 3
SecAir Force Dir, DIA < fa
ASD(T) Dir, DSAA . 5 §
ASD(LA) AGC (M) Yrrg gt
ASD(PA) DASD(P/B) R if :
SpecAsst to SL/DSD  AAO - (/’:5‘;
. when with attachments {27
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OFFICE OF THL SECRETARY OF DEFENLE
: WASHIHGTON, [ €. 20361

7 August 19756

NOTE FOR THE CHAIRMAN, JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF

Reference your discussion with the Secretavy on 6 August about
whather we had fulfilled all of the reporting requirements on the
after action evaluation of the Mayaguez. Attached are copies of
the relevant documents. |rbelieve that all requirements have beaen
fuifiiled. So does Scowcroft. | have so informed the Secretary.

@

JGHN A. WICKKAM, JR.
Hajor Ceneral, USA
Military Assistant

Attachments
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27 1RY 1975
MEMORANDUM FOR THIE PRESIDENT
SUBJLECT: Rescue of the SS Mayaguer and its Crow
In your memerandum of May 18 you asked for material
on which to base an ¢valuation of the rescue of the
55 Mayagucz and its crew, In our discussion on May 20 1
provided copics of responses on two of the three categories
of information which you requested. In order to provide you .
a complete report, I am cnclosing with this memorandum
copies of responses to 2ll three categorics of information
requested,
Y /f} H .
Q}! ¢ j.;:' { . e
.i:j*mwaﬁaﬁ**W*Ef/
Enclosures
I - Affer Action Report ««
Chronological Listing of
Events and Activities
: II - Compilation of Verbal and
Written Instructions S 2
IIT - Obscrvations on the : A

. ) Decision Process

“ uproi RE sV AL OF ATTACHMENTS THIS |
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ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF DEFENSE
WASHINGTON,D.C. 20301

In reply refer to:
1-20600/76

INTERNATIONAL
BECURITY AFFALRS

.16 Mar 1976

Mr. J. Kenneth Fasick

Director, International Division
US General Accounting Office
Washington, DC 20548

‘Dear Mr. Fasick:

The GAO draft report of 2 February 1976, '"The Seizure of the Mayaguez-~ L t
A Case Study of Crisis Management" (0SD Case #4218-A), has been reviewed R
by the Department. of Defense. -tlaa
. ~
Comments on the major findings and recommendations of the report affecting iﬁ}‘
the Department of Defense are contained in the attachment. The Department .
of Defense has worked with the Department of State on the comments and .ﬁ?
general agreement has been reached. _;§ 
The Department of Defense interposes no objection to the declassification gﬁﬁ
of this document. However, the Department defers to the judgement of s@"\
other agencies concerning the classification of material under their R
purview.
In accordance with DoD Directive 5200.1, you are authorized to distribute A
the final report to appropriate Congressional Committees, individual Le
members of Congress, and executive agencies. ' =
. - o
It is requested that this reply be published in the Appendix to the final - =
report. ' =
. oo
Sincerely, S
. - -
<Ha/uu .‘”é"gfb T @
| HARRY El BERGODD g
Attachment . : ACTING ASSISTANT SECRETARY H
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- partment of Defense Comments t. -he
GAO Draft Report, '"The Seizure of the Mayaquez --
A Case Study of Crisis Management"

There are a few areas in the report which contain speculative con-
clusions on the part of the GAQ which are based upon a too-rigid inter-
pretation of the facts. For example, throughout, the GAQ report appears
to blithely assume that the Cambodians' failure to attempt certain actions
proves that preemptive measures by US$ Forces were unnecessary. Similiarly,
a number of conclusions were based on an extensive after-the-fact analysis
which was not available to decision-makers during the shart period of the
crisis. The Department of Defense believes that some general comments are
appropriate, in order to put these events and conclusions into better per=
spective and to make the report more accurate and helpful. There are four
substantive areas which deserve attention and general comments.

First, the report insists that the whereabouts of the crew could and
should have been more accurately ascertained. This criticism must be viewed
in the context of the crisis. The implication that the US intelligence com-
munity can or should be able to reach into every remote corner of the world
on a moment's notice, ignores the physical and fiscal facts of life. The
information desired here was not general but very detailed and concerned
specific people who were being moved almost constantly. Air observation and
photographs may be helpful in such a case but certainly offer no guarantee
to provide this type of data. The time to conduct extensive examination of
photography and detailed debriefings of aircrews, as was conducted by the -
GAD, was simply not available to decision-makers. 1t must be recalled that
approximately 16 hours elapsed from planning to execution of the Koh Tang
operation. Actually the US was aware that some of the crew had probably
reached the mainland. To ask for more, stretches credibility. Moreover,
even the GAD post-action analysis does not indicate that definitive knowledge
regarding the location of the crew was among the available data. Also, there
is no evidence that an additional wait would have further clarified the
situation. It remains for us to insist that the assessments made were as
good as could be expected in the light of information then available and
the other considerations which constrained planners and decision-makers.

Second, the report charges that the timing of the operation was unnecessarily
_hurried, requiring commanders to act with inadequate force and intelligence.
Again this criticism must be viewed in the context of the time and the events.

. The United States was attempting to secure the release of the Mayaguez crew

before anything happened to them or they were transferred to the less ac-
cessible interior of the mainland. ' '

From a military standpoint, it is a well known and proven principle that
to move first and earliest yields a commander great advantage over an op-
ponent by denying him the time or the opportunity to improve his position.
In this case moving rapidly to cordon of f the island and to attack the local
garrison was not unreasonable. In fact, the crew was not on Koh Tang. This
does not discredit the timing or the tactics used as much as it illustrates
again the uncertainties which plague military operations and intelligence
gathering (discussed above). Certainly, delay would have made it possible

4



to bring more force to beatr but this decision would have given the
Cambodians more time to act. As with all military operations, it was
necessary to balance competing and incompatible demands and in the
context of the crisis surprise was gauged to be more impdriant than
overwhelming force. Therefore, we believe that the tactical judgments
that were made, based on information available at the time, were both
reasonable and justified from a military point of view.

Third, the report ' challenges the underlying purposes for attacking
mainland targets. The intent of the mainland airstrikes was to deny
Cambodia the capability to interfere either by sea or by air. The fact
that in retrospect the specific bombing strikes had little influence on
the Cambodians' decision to release the Mayaguez crew is not disputed.
However, the presence of US combat aircraft on the scenc prior to the
airstrikes and before the release of the Mayaguez crew as indicated in
Captain Miller's testimony, did weigh heavily in the Cambodian decision.
Additionally, .the fact that the Cambodians did not reinforce or interfere
with our operation on Koh Tang from the mainland cannot be disputed.

This lack of reinforcement or interference can be attributed, in part at
least, to the successful mainland airstrikes. The facilities were ap-
proved military targets and, in light of the information at the time,

were appropriate, based on the limited objectives for which the airstrikes
were designed. -

Fourth, the report states that available intelligence on Cambodian
opposition on Koh Tang was not fully coordinated and was not made avail-
able to the assault force commander. This criticism is only partially
true. The Defense Intelligence Agency (D!A) and intelligence Center
Pacific (IPAC) did agree on the nature of the probable opposition, and
in retrospect their force estimates appear to be quite accurate. Al-
though these estimates were given wide distribution, by an unusual set
- of circumstances they did not reach the ground assault commander. The
Commander in Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC) has subseguently estabiished a
feedback system which is designed to ensure acknowledgement of critical
intelligence by all commands directly concerned in an operation of this
sort. 1t.should be recognized that time and geographical distances
were both critical factors in the operation which inhibited extensive
cross-checking and feedback. - :

"In addition to these general comments, the following specific observa-
_tions are deemed appropriate. :

1. Page iii, lines 10-16:

GAO Statement: A significant time elapsed before reconnalssance
aircraft were launched to locate the Mayaguez GAO recommends that
the Secretary of Defense review procedures and safequards to insure
prompt launching of reconnaissance aircraft.
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DoD Comment: In his testimony before the House Subcommittee on Inter-
national Political and Military Affairs, Deputy Secretary of Defense
William P. Clements acknowiedged that the process of initiating recon-
naissance can be improved upon. At the same time, Secretary Clements
reminded the members of the subcommittee of the many restraints placed
on US forces prior to the collapse of both Cambodia and South Vietnam

‘and stressed the inhibiting effect of those prohibitions upon some

commanders, causing them to be extremely cautious about ipitiating actions
in that part of the world other than under normal circumstances.
b

Page iii, lines 16-17:

GAO Statement: All available information relating to the possibje location
of the ;rew.did not reach decision-makers. -

4
DoD Statement: The information passed to decision-makers was not inaccurate

or intentionally altered. It was passed as received, together with the
uncertainties of identification and location in a fast moving tactical situ-
ation. Undoubtedly, in transmission, some details were either omitted or
inadvertently altered. This is inevitable. Interestingly enough, even
post-action reconstruction, as indicated in the report, was vague, which
suggests the difficulties associated with eyewitnesses reporting. More-
over, it is not clear that the reporting to Washington of every single
detail witnessed on the scene would have altered the decision-makers'
assessment of the situation or final decisions.

L e c———

Page iii, lines 19-24:

GAD Statement: Marine assault forces planned and carried out the assault
on Koh Tang with inaccurate estimates of Cambodian strength on that
isjand. GAQ was unable to determine why the avallable, more accurate
estimates of DIA or IPAC did not reach the Task Group and assault force
commanders. '

DoD Comment: Intelligence estimates on the enemy strength on Koh Tang

by DIA and IPAC were accurate and given wide distribution but did not
reach the ground assault commander. CINCPAC has subsequently establishec
an improved feedback system which should now ensure acknowledgement of
critical intelligence by commanders directly concerned. (See general
comments above.)

Page iv, .lines 4-9:

GAD Statement: Were all US military actions necessary in securing the
release of the crew? In retrospect, the final marine assault and the
bombing of the Cambodian mainland did not influence the Cambodians'
decision to release the crew.

DoD Comment: The marine assault on Koh Tang was deemed necessary in

_View of the assessment that some members of the Mayaguez crew were being

held on the island. Given the information available at the time, the

decision to assault Koh Tang was reasonable and logical. {See general comments
above.) The mainland airstrikes were intended to deny the Cambodian

military the capability to interfere either by sea or air. Clearly the



Cambodians had the capability to do so. Their wilitary intentions were

' not clearty known. The fact that, US operations on Koh Tang were completed

without interference or reinforcement from the Cambodian mainland can be
attributed in part to the successful mainland strikes.

Page v, lines 4-7-

GAO Statement: Why was a lS,OOOIIb. bomb -- tHe.lafgest noﬁ-ndc}ear
weapon in the US arsenal -- dropped on Koh Tang? The bomb. was dropped
without the specific request of the Task Group and assault force commanders.

DobD Comment: The BLU-82 was expended in the southern end of Koh Tang. The
enemy was observed shifting troops from one area to another and it was
surmised that the purpose might be to bring overwhelming force to bear on

the small group of Marines isolated from the main body. After the weapon

was expended, no additional enemy troops were observed moving their positions.
The weapon was expended under the control of the forward air control ler: who
was aware of the tactical situation on Koh Tang. ~

Page 2, lines 21-23:

GAD Statement: Our review was hampered by an inability to-get access to
certain executive branch records and by extensive delays in getting access
to other records and to personnel.

.DoD Comment: DoD responded to GAO requests in a timely fashion in all

Thnstances where data requested fell under the sole purview of the DoD.

Pages 24, 56, 99, 1125 various lines:

GAD Statement: Throughout the report there -is mention of "'75 USAF Security
Police from Nakhon- Phanom, Thailand." ' '

" DoD Comment: The 13th ADVON was tasked by USSAG to assemble 125 USAF

Security Police from within Thailand at U-Tapac Air Base. The breakdown
by location was 50 from Nakhon Phanom, 25 from Udorn, 25 from Korat and
25 from U-Tapao. '

Page 25, lines 20-23:

GAO Statement: .The question arises as to why almost 5 hours elapsed
before this elementary action was undertaken.

DoD Comment: See specific comment 1, above.

Page 27, line 18:

 GAD Statement: We recommend that the Secretary of Defense review pro-

cedures and safeguards to insure prompt launching‘of aircraft for
reconnaissance when similar future needs arise.
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DoD Comment: [ acknowledges a two-fold respc ’'bility in instances
similar to the Mayaquez which may arise in the future. The first
requirement is to be able to quickly verify the facts of a distress
call. The second requirement involves the launching of reconnaissance
aircraft within the limitation of US military assets available. Within
the limitations of available assets, DoD will respond to reconnatssance
requirements. It must be emphasized, however, that these assets are not
inexhaustible and occasions may arise where the demand exceeds the
jmmediate availability for such aircraft. Likewise, it shouild be
recognized that there are vast areas of the world not within the normal
range of US military reconnaissance forces.

[
10. Page 36, lines 23-25:

GAD Statement: In retrospect, the information collected by pilots under
difficult circumstances appears to have been accurate but incompletely
or incorrectly passed to decision-makers.

!
DoD Comment: The allegation that the detailed observations of the
pilots attempting to identify those individuals on the fishing boat
never reached Washington is incorrect. This information was passed
over the secure conference line to Washington through Hawaii in atimely
fashion. The only information that can be pinpointed as not having been
passed to Washington concerned the fact that the individuals wore brightly
colored clothing. In any event, considering the facts at hand, it was.
recognized by all concerned that it was not possible to make a positive
identification as to whether these individuals were in fact Caucasians.
It was only established that they could be Caucasians. Moreover, no
reliable information was available as to how many Caucasians had been
transferred. Lacking this, it was impossible to conclude that some of
the crew was not on Koh Tang. Again, the substance of the situation was
accurately conveyed to Washington and there is no evidence that further
inconclusive details would have altered the fundamental assessment or the
final decisions.

i1. Page 37, lines 3-7:

GAO Statement® Despite the availability of various assets and the apparent
uncertainty concerning the location of the Mayaguez crew, little attempt
appears to have been made to verify reports or obtain additional infor-
mation through the use of photography or other means.

DoD Comment: Throughout the entire operation, every reasonable effort
was made to verify reports and to secure the maximum amount of infor-
mation through photography and other. means on all aspects of the incident.
Statements made by the GAO concerning the discovery of a fishing vessel
with approximately 29 persons on deck near Kompong Som harbor do not
explore some relevant considerations:

-= The GAO had the benefit of photos of the fishing vessel taken
when the Mayaguez crew was recovered, photos which were not
available when the reconnaissance film was being reviewed.
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15.
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-- ' The GAO-was not under the same time constraint that commanders
and photo interpreters were'in reviewing the reconnaissance
film. The GAD spent many days reviewing debriefings of the
‘Mayaguez crew as well as other documents and testimony which
assisted In pinpointing areas of search and reconciling dis-
crepancies in accounts. Military commanders and analysts do
not have that luxury in a crisis.

Pages 45-46, lines 22-25, 1: _ o

GAO Statement: Given the inability of jet aircraft pilots to positively

identify the occupants on the deck of the fishing vessel, a slower air-
craft flying at reasonably low altitudes might have been able to obtain
better intelligence -- both visual and photographic.

DoD Comment: The fact that the fishing vessel was not firing at the

fixed wing jets gave no assurance that hostile fire would not be di-
rected against a slower, lower flying aircraft such as a P-3. It
should be pointed out that a P-3 aircraft was fired upon and hit on
12 May while performing low altitude reconnaissance for a similar
surface vessel. '

Page 48, lines 19-22:

GAU Statement: Using the helicopter to obtain more positive identifi-

cation of the suspected Caucasians was not considered, in part because
the helicopter was not believed to have been in the vicinity at that
time. Defense has stressed the risks involved in using a helicopter
in this manner.

boD Comment: The suggestion that helicopters should have been used

for reconnaissance near Kompong Som with jet fighter escorts ignores
the fact that search and rescue helicopters were being used for search
and rescue and armed helicopters were not availabe. Even when armed,
the advisability of using slow flying and vulnerable hejicopters to
recon armed gnemy vessels is a highly questionable tactic.

Page 55, lines 10-11:

GAO Statement: The Holt was acco%panied by the USS Vega, a refrigerator
cargo ship. : : o : -

"DoD Cbmment: Both the USS Holt and the USS Vega were in an operating

area off Subic when they were directed to the Koh Tang area. Because -
of the differences their speeds, the units did not accompany each
other. The Vega followed in trail of Holt and was approximately 75
miles astern during the transit.

Page 57:

GAD repoft provides a chart depicting approximate locations-of US forces
on 12 May 1976.
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.DoD Comment: Disposition of forces asidepicted does not reflect actual

positions on 12 May 1975. The chart should be titled with date and time
of presentation of force disposition, 12 May 1975. This would reflect
that (1) USS Okinawa was east of Taiwan, approximately 150 miles, (2}
USS Holt was southwest of Manila, approximately 150 miles, (3) ‘uss
Wilson was inport Kaohsiung, Taiwan, (4) USS Hancock was inport Subic
Bay and (5) USS Coral Sea and escorts were on the indian Ocean side of
Lombok Strait. :

Page 60, lineﬁ 23-26:

GAD Statement: These photos revealed the existence of a possible anti-
aircraft site near the eastern landing zone (C, illustration on page 68).
The commander of the Marine Task Group requested that it be destroyed
prior to the insertion of the assault force. However, it was not des-
troyed prior to the assault.

DoD Comment:. We are unable to verify either in Washington or in Hawaii

any request from the Marine Task Group Commander to destroy a possible

anti-aircraft site. Any such.request, however, would have been weighed
against the potential risk pre-assault strikes would have had for the
Mayaguez crew believed to have been held on the island.

Page 61, lines 22-25:

GAQO Statement: The Marines recommended a simultaneous landing on the
Mayaguez and Koh Tang. CINCPAC directed that Marines be put aboard
the Holt and the Holt be brought alongside the Mayaguez. As a result),
the landings on the ship and the island were not simultaneous. :

DoD Comment: CINCPAC directed that the Marines be put aboard the USS
Holt and that the USS Holt be brought alongside the Mayaguez because

it was unknown if any Cambodians were on the Mayaguez. It was simpler,
with fewer risks, to board the Mayaguez from the USS Holt than from
helicopters.

Page 73, line 13:

GAO Statement: An Amphibious Ready Group, a configuration of ships
primarily designed to support a Marine amphibious assault, was sched-
vled to set sail for the area of the seizure at 6:00 a.m., 15 May. ~

DoD Comment: The above statement provides only part of the information
regarding the use of the Amphibious Ready Group. Recommend the state-
ment -be modified to read as follows: '"An Amphibious Ready Group, a
configuration of ships primarily designed to support a Marine amphibious
assault, was scheduled to sail from Subic Bay for the area of operations
at 6:00 a.m., 15 May, but utilizing a 20 knot speed of approach, would
not have reached the Koh Tang area until 12:30 p.m., 17 May."
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Page 80, lines 7-10:

GAO Statement: Thirteen of those killed were aboard one of the
helicopters shot down (1 Air Force, 2 Navy, 10 Haranes) One Marine

‘was killed on Koh Tang and three were reported missing on the island.

DoD Corment: The above statement describes only 14 KIAs. An additional
sentence should be added between the first and second sentences: A
USAF sergeant drowned when his helicopter was also shot down off Koh
Tang."

Page 85, lines 12-15:

GAD Statement: At fhe same time all available means were not used to
obtain better evidence on the location of the crew whnle plans were
being developed to assault Koh Tang lIsland.

DoD Comment: .Given the limited availability of resources, with the

inherent limitations of each, the rapid tactical situation, the uncer-

tainties exlstung at the time,and the limited information on Cambodian
intentions, it is difficult to see what more could have been done under
the circumstances. (See general comments. )

Page 109, lines 17-19:

GAO Statement: A mariner’s warning to US shipping to avoid the area
where the Mayaguez was seized was broadcast by the US hydrographic
system.

DoD Comment: The mariner's warning was disseminated through the Defense
Mapping Agency Hydrographic Center.

" Page 114, lines 27-29:

GAO Statement: Nineteen were Air Force security police being transported
from northerm Thailand to U-Tapao.

Dol Comment: Recommend the statement be changed to read: '"Eighteen
security policemen were killed on the helicopter.'" This tracks with
facts stated throughout the report.



