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Mr. Eddlem

Vietnam's Rules of Engagement
Many conservative critics of how President Johnson (and President Nixon) prosecuted the Vietnam conflict (technically, it wasn't a war) contended America lost the war because American soldiers were not allowed to fight it the way a war should ordinarily be fought. The central exhibit in their case is the Vietnam “rules of engagement,” which set the conditions under which U.S. soldiers, Marines and airmen could engage the VietCong and North Vietnamese enemy. The rules of engagement were fully declassified in 1985, more than 10 years after the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Vietnam.

Senator Barry Goldwater (R.-Ariz.) gave the following speech on the floor of the United States Senate, March 6, 1985, upon declassification of Vietnam's rules of engagement.(see also attached rules of engagement from 1967-69 in JPG form):
Mr. President, U.S. military forces have been much maligned by some people in this country who blame the military for what they call the loss of the war in Vietnam. However, the Armed Forces did not suffer a military defeat in any sense of that term. Rather, it was civilian managers of the U.S. Government who denied our military forces a victory by imposing a complex and lengthy set of restrictions on what the military could and could not do in South Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and North Vietnam.

These layers of restrictions, which were constantly changing and were almost impossible to memorize or understand, although is was required of our pilots granted huge sanctuary areas to the enemy. When certain limits would at least be removed after the repeated appeals by the Joint Chiefs, the reductions were made only in gradual steps and seldom were strong enough to serve our strategic ends. Numerous partial and total bombing halts interrupted the effectiveness of earlier bombing campaigns. Often, when limited extensions of target areas were granted, they were unexpectedly canceled and withdrawn shortly afterward. 

Mr. President, in the interest of informing the American people and any journalists who are interested in the truth of what really prevented a military victory in Southeast Asia, I have asked several Secretaries of Defense to declassify the pertinent records, the actual text of the rules which restrained military conduct in the Vietnam war. I am delighted ot inform my colleagues that Secretary Weinberger has now agreed with me that it would be useful to declassify the remaining Vietnam rules of engagement. He and Assistant Secretary Defense Armitage recently provided me with several volumes of papers which were formerly classified top secret but have now been declassified. 

These newly public documents clearly reveal the excessive restraints our military units had to operate under in Vietnam. For example, one rule told American pilots they were not permitted to attack a North Korean MIG sitting on the runway. The only time it could be attacked was after it was in flight, was identified and showed hostile intentions. Even then, its base could not be bombed. The same hostile intention rule applied to truck convoys driving on highways in Laos and North Vietnam. In some regions, enemy trucks could evade attack by simply driving off the road. Military truck parks located just 200 yards away from a road could not be destroyed. Another rule provided that SAM missile sites could not be struck while they were under construction, but only after they became operational....

Reflection

1. Why do you suppose the U.S. politicians had “rules of engagement? Why are some form of rules of engagement necessary? What happens if there are no rules of engagement?


2. What is a SAM missile battery? What does it do? Why might it have been important to allow Navy and Air Force jets to bomb it while it was under construction?

3. What impact did the process of “gradualism” have on the rules of engagement?

4. What was Operation Rolling Thunder, according to the documents?

5. How did the restrictive rules of engagement in 1967-69 help the Johnson administration politically?

6. Why do you think the Johnson administration imposed the “Chicom Buffer Zone” if most of the North Vietnamese resupply transited through that buffer zone?

7. What was the procedure to get an air strike in support of ground operations in an unfriendly area of South Vietnam during 1967-69? What was the procedure in a friendly area?

8. How did North Vietnamese and VietCong forces take advantage of the rules of engagement during the war?

9. Do you believe that modification of the rules of engagement would have made a difference in the war? Explain your answer.
