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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This paper analyzes nuclear-related interactions in the Middle East involving Esrael, the United
States, and the Soviet Union in the period 1967-1973. It does so because that period is one of the
few that we can study that reveals the nature of interactions among more than three nuclear-
armed players in & series of intense Crises.

The mukipolar nuciear strategic dynamic was characterized by a collective misreading of events.

Israel’s two most crucial nuclear decisions ~ the decision to go nuclear in 1967 and the
country's first full-scale nuclear alert in 1973 — were based on misperceptions. In 1967, it
seems that the overflights of Dimona, the concentration of Soviet naval power in the
Mediterranean, and an anticipated coordinated Soviet-Arab attack on the resctor pushed
Isracli “technologists” to realize Israel’s operational nuclear capabilities for the first time.
Yet in reality, the Soviets had absolutely no intention of either bombing the reactor or
intervening in the war on behalf of their Arab allies. The USSR's naval buildup in the
Mediterranean was meant to counterbalance the US naval presence and was planned
before the war.

A similar miscalculation was made in mid-October 1973, The Israclis misinterpreted the
intelligence they received from the Americans about the deployment of Soviet Scud
missiles in Egypt, overestimating the threat of the alleged Soviet nuclear warheads and as
a result initiating a demonstrative nuclear alest. In retrospect, it is obvious that the alert
confused the Soviets, who were at a loss to explain its logic. Rather than reaping strategic
benefits of any kind, Israel revealed its “special capabilities” without receiving anything
in return.

Moscow did not understand that its policy of “controlled tensions™ in fact instigated the
1967 War. The mixed signals it gave to Cairo and Damascus made Moscow’s Arab allies
overconfident, leading them to take active Soviet support and participation in the war for
granted and to continue to delude themselves before and during the war,

The Israclis interpreted the intelligence reports that Moscow provided Damascus and
Cairo in 1967 as an indication of coordinated action or instigation of crisis. In fact, the
reports tumed out to be an analytical failure and manifested dysfunctional conduct on the
part of Soviet intelligence organizations.

The United States wrongly interpreted Isracl’s 7-9 October “operational check”™ as a
nuclear alert, However, the United States failed to grasp the crucial role played by
American intelligence in the Israeli decision to opt for a nuclear alert on 18-20 October.

The Kremtlin interpreted the Egyptian “operational psuse” of 12-14 October as a function
of the Israeli unconventional threat. The latter was never realized; in fact, the pause had
been pre-planned by the Egyptians.



Second-order effects had a greater impact on the interpretation of the situation than signals that
were sent intentionally.

The United States was not mindful of the second-order consequences that its deployment
in the Mediterranean had had on Israel. The Soviets, who felt strategically threatened by
the American nuciear foothold in the Mediterranean, began to build up a significant naval
counter-balancing presence in the region. Soviet naval power and involvement in the
Egyptian and Syrian militaries became a direct strategic threat to Israel. Although the
essence of the Soviet deployment was giobal, Israel saw it as a force multiplier for the
Arab threat to its hinterland, and particularly to its nuclear project.

Moscow was not mindful of the second-order consequences of the counterbalancing
presence that it was building up. It did not undesstand the extent to which its regional
presence and power accumulation vis-d-vir the United States had been seen by the
Israclis as a threat. In 1967, in the midst of uncertainty and fear of a possible coordinated
Soviet-Arab attack on the reactor, Israel’s “anxious scientists” decided 1o go nuclear. This
was probably the last thing that Moscow could have foreseen as a consequence of its
strategic behavior.

Normal operational behavior for one side was interpreted as brinkmanship by the other.

Behavior scen in the West as totally escalatory and aggressive was seen by the Soviets as
normal operational procedure, i.e., unwritten but common practice. This can be clearly
seen in the conduct of Soviet squadrons both in 1967 and in 1973, and particularly in the
case of the commanders of Soviet nuclear submarines.

The operational deployment of Soviet Scuds in Egypt during the 1973 War was part of
routine training activities. The United States and the Israelis interpreted it as preparation
for usage in combat.

Intentionally-employed nuclear levers were imelevant and ineffective.

The first nuclear lever was activated by the Ismelis: the [sracli nuclear alert of 18-20
October was Tel Aviv's reaction to what it perceived as the operational deployment of
Soviet Scuds with what it suspected were nucleer warheads. By the time Iarael issued the
alest, the operational situstion had stabilized, and Isracl was no longer facing an
existential threat. The Israeli action was completely irrelevant; strategically, it added
nothing. The move had the potential to be counterproductive; only by chance did it not
lead to a strategic oconfrontation with Moscow.

The United States was the second nation to exploit the puclear option during the 1973
war. Like Isracli demonstrative efforts, American strategic signaling proved both uscless
and imrelevant. The Kremlin was unable to understand the White House’s nuclear

The findings of this study present several key implications for interactions in the future.
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*  Allies or quasi-allies arc assumed by the adversary to have fully coordinated their actions
with one another against the adversary. It appears reasonable, therefore, to suggest that
in a crisis involving a nuclear-armed Iran, Israci, and the United States, Iran will assume
that actions independently taken cither by the United States or by Israel in the region are
part of a coordinated US-Israeli operation directed against fran.

¢ In the absence of expericnce with the operational practices of nuclear forces deployed by
an adversary, observed behavior is imterpreted in terms of its meaning within the
operational doctrine of the observer. Very little information is available about the
behavior of Iran with regard to the handling of special weapons. Given that scarcity of
information, there will be an even greater tendency in the United States and in Israel to
interpret observable Iranian activity involving nuclear weapons in terms of American or
Isracli operational practices in ways that coukl make those countries more or less
sensitive than they ought to be to impending Iranian weapons use. :

e A country is likely to assume that local military activity is directed at it, while more
distant activity has less immediate impact.



INTRODUCTION

This paper analyzes nuclear-related interactions in the Middle East involving Israel, the United
States, andd Soviet Union in the period of 1967-1973. It does 30 because that period is one of the
few that we can study that reveals the nature of interactions among more than three nuclear-
armed players in a series of intense crises. In the abstract, we know that once a strategic
interaction includes more than two actors, so-called n+2 games, a variety of behaviors not
possible between cnly two actors may manifest themselves. For example:

¢ The behavior of one actor, intended to influence a second actor, may be
perceived by a third actor and lead to actions on its part that affect the first two
players in ways not anticipated or desired by the first actor.

¢ The behavior of one actor may be interded to induce behavior in a second player
in order to affect the third to make it behave in ways it would not if facing the
second player alone.

¢ Two allied players may be assumed by the adversary of the alliance to be
coordinating their behavior, 30 that when one player acts, it reveals the intentions
and assessments of its allies, yet the allies may not in fact be coordinating.

o The range of misperception increases with the increased number of actors, since
a finite amount of resources devoted to imtelligence collection cannot be
concentrated on one target, but must be dispersad across several targets.

In short, the potential for misperception and miscalculation increases in n+2 interactions, perhaps
in significant ways.

However, it has also been argued that nuclear weapons are the most salient military capability of
any state. A great desl of effort will be put into collecting intellipence on these weapons.
Further, the impact of their potential use in war is large, obvious, and negative. The net effect, it
could be argucd, is that nuclear wespons will make clear the incentives for all parties, even in o+2
games, to share information and coordinate their actions to avoid nuclear weapons use. The
result on this argument is that nuclear weapons will reduce the potential for misperception and
miscalculstion, even in nt+2 games. Thus we have plausible but opposite predictions about the
character of crises involving more than two states armed with miclear weapons. Any empirical
evidence that can be examined that might help us resolve the question of which prediction holds,
and under what conditions, is therefore most valuable.

The interactions in the eastern Mediterranean among the United States, Soviet Union and Israel
from the time that Israel became a nuclear weapous state late in 1966 is one source of such
information. The 1968-1973 interactions among the United States, China, and the Soviet Union,



studied in a previous Long Term Strategy Group monograph, is another.' The United States
deployed medium-range bombers with nuclear weapons in bases in the Middle East, nuclear
weapons on aircraft carriers stationed in the eastern Mediterranean, and Polaris missile carrying
nuclear submerines. These weapons tended to be stationed in the eastern Mediterrancan so that
they would be in range of targets in the Soviet Union. As described below, the Soviet Union
deployed naval forces in the same region armed with nuciear wespons, at least in pert for the
purpose of neutralizing American nuclesr forces there in the event of a war. Isrueli nuclear
weapons, presumably acquired to deter Arsb attacks on Israel, were also potentially the targes of
Soviet muclear weapons and part of a force that might be used to support strategies directed
against clients of the Soviet Union in the region. Actions taken by the Sovict Union because of
the United States nuclear forces in the region might be perceived by the Israclis as directed
nuclear assets in the region. American support for Israel in conflicts with Arab states might aiso
affect the Soviet Union. Arab actions against Israeli nuclear weapons installations might be
perceived as reflecting Soviet assessments and intentions, and s0 on. The question is what
actually happened.

This monograph focuses on Soviet asscssments of the behavior of Israel and the United States
with regard to nuclear wespons, Soviet agsessments of the rolc and utility of Soviet nuclear
weapons, and the behavior of militsry systems and units related to nuciear weapons.

Following the introduction, the discussion will be divided into six parts, each one dealing with
several "nuclear issues.” Soviet views on the use of nuclear weapons, Soviet knowledge about the
Israeli nuclear project, and Moscow's threat perception in the Mediterranean are discussed in the
first part. The second part concentrates on the Six Day War and examines the impact of the Soviet
factor on the matursation of the Israeli nuclear project, the Liberty incident, and Soviet strategic
behavior during the war. The third part deals with the War of Attrition (1969-1970). The fourth
part analyzes the Yom Kippur War and focuses on the unconventional Israeli alerts of 7-9
October, the Soviet Scuds affair, the lsraeli nuclear alert of 17-20 October, and the Soviet note
and DEFCON 11, with reference to the superpower Meditermnean stand-off. The fifth section
deals with Saviet expecistions (versus what transpired), doctrinal lessons, and the impact of the
Soviet Union's strategic behavior on the subsoquent Isracli build-up. The sixth and final section
discusses the possibic relevance of what has been learned from this historical study for current
policy questions.

A disclaimer is in order regarding the treatment of Israel in the study: All references to, and
discussions about, the alleged Isracli nuclear capability below arc besed on published, open
sources only and should be treated as such.

The key historical findings with regard to the multipolar nuclear interactions described in this
study are:

! Dima Adamsky, ‘The Bear Stalks the Dragon and the Eagle': Soviet Perceptions of the Chinese Threat,
19602- 19705, June 2007,



The multipolar nuclear strategic dynamic was characterized by a collective misreading of events.

Israel’s two most crucial nuclear decigions ~ the decision to go nuclear in 1967 and the
counkry’s first full-scale nuclear alert in 1973 ~ were based on misperceptions. In 1967, it
seems that the overflights of Dimona, the concentration of Soviet naval power in the
Mediterranean, and an anticipated coordinated Soviet-Arab attack on the reactor pushed
Israeli “technologists” to realize Israel’s operational nuclear capabilitics for the first time.
Yet in reality, the Soviets had absolutely no intention of either bombing the reactor or
intervening in the war on behalf of their Arab allies. The USSR'’s naval buildup in the
Meditetrancan was meant to counterbalance the US naval presence and was planned
before the war,

A similar miscalculation was made in mid-October 1973, The Israelis misinterpreted the
intelligence they received from the Americans about the deployment of Soviet Scud
missiles in Egypt, overestimating the threat of the alleged Soviet miclear warheads and as
a result initiating 2 demonstrative nuclear alert. In retrospect, it is obvious that the alest
confused the Soviets, who were at a loss to explain its logic. Rather than reaping strategic
benefits of any kind, Israel revealed its “special capabilities” without receiving anything
in return.

Moscow did not undersiand that its policy of “controlled tensions” in fact instigated the
1967 War. The mixed signals it gave to Cairo and Damascus made Moscow’s Arab allies
overconfident, leading them to take active Soviet support and participation in the war for
granted and continue to delude themselves before and during the war.

The Israclis interpreted the intelligence reports that Moscow provided Damascus and
Cairo in 1967 as an indication of coordinated action or instigation of crisis. In fact, the
reports tumed out to be an analytical failure and manifestod dysfunctional conduct on the
part of Soviet intelligence organizations.

The United States wrongly interpreted lsrsel’s 7-9 October “operational check™ as a
puclear alert. However, the United States failed to grasp the crucial role played by
Amgerican intelligence in the Israeli decision to opt for a nuclear alert on 18-20 October.

The Kremlin interpreted the Egyptian “operational pause” on 12-14 October as a function
of the lsraeli unconventional threat. The latter was never realized; in fact, the pause had
been pre-planned by the Egyptians,

Second-order effects had a greater impact on the interpretation of the situation than signals that
were sent intentionally.

The United States was not mindful of the second-ordes consequences that its deployment
in the Mediterranean had had on Israel. The Soviets, who felt strategically threatened by
the American nuclear foothold in the Mediterranean, began to build up a significant naval
counter-balancing presence in the region. Soviet naval power and involvement in the
Egyptian and Syrian militaries became a direct strategic threat to Isracl. Although the
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essence of the Soviet deployment was global, Istael saw it as a force multiplier for the
Arab threat to its hinterland, and particularty to its nuclear project.

Moscow wasz not mindful of the second-order consequences of the counterbalancing
presence that it was building up. It did not understand the extent to which its regional
presence and power accumulation vis-d-vis the United States had been seen by the
Israclis as a threat. In 1967, in the midst of uncertainty and fear of 2 possible coordinated
Soviet-Arab attack on the reactor, Israel’s “anxious scientists™ decided to go nucleer. This
was probably the last thing that Moscow could have foreseen as & consequence of its

It seems that the Israeli nuclear capsbility, as it was viewed in Moscow, had a certain
restraining and deterrent effect on Soviet decision-makers. This was achieved without
any special signals on the part of Israel to the Soviets. At the same time, the aignals sent
intentionally in 1973 were disregarded and misunderstood in Moscow. This occurred
notwithstanding a generally impressive Soviet intelligence penetration of lsrsel snd
knowledge of the nuclear project in particular.

While the players attempted to decipher one another’s strategic intentions based on prior
knowledge of alliance relationships, most such assumptions and conclusions were fundamentally

wrong.

Each player had its own view of the regional and global circumstances surmmounding
hostile alliances and attributed to its adversaries far more coondination and planning than
actually took place. Observod actions were often taken to be deliberately orchestrated, as
if guided by some coherent plan; in fact, this was rerely the case.

The Isreeli anticipation of a coordinated Soviet-Arab attack was an important
consideration in the lsraeli decision to opt for & preventive strike, and significantly
influenced Israel’s decision to go nuclear.

The Egyptians thought that the United States Air Force (USAF) had joined forces with
the Isreelis and taken part in the Israeli Air Force's (IAF'3) strategic bombing raids in the
first day of the war.

The United States initially thought that the Sovicts had sttacked the U.S.S. Liberty.
Despite Israeli and American expectations, Cairo and Damascus did oot plan the 1973
campaign together with Moscow. The Arabs did not coordinate the preparations for the
war with the Soviets.

Several Israeli decision-makers saw the 12-14 October “operstional peuse” as a
coordinated Egyptian-Soviet event.

Normal operational behavior for one side was interpreted as brinkmanship by the other.



Behavior seen in the West as totally escalatory and aggressive was scen by the Soviets as
normal operational procedure, i.e., unwritten but common practice. This can be clearly
seen in the conduct of Soviet squadrons both in 1967 and in 1973, and perticularly in the
case of the commanders of Soviet niclear submarines.

The operational deployment of Soviet Scuds in Egypt during the 1973 War was part of
routine training activities, The United States and the Israelis interpreted it as preparation
for usage in combat.

Intentionally-employed nuclear levers were irrelevant and ineffective.

Twice during the Yom Kippur War, the players deliberately turned to strategic levers
involving nuclear capability. The first nuclear lever was activated by the Israclis: the
Israeli nuclear alest on 18-20 October was Tel Aviv’s reaction to what it perceived as the
operational deployment of Soviet Scuds with what it suspected were nuclear warheads. In
fact, there were no Soviet nuciear warheads in Egypt, nor was the Soviet deployment of
Scuds in Egypt a product of any combat operstional logic. Moscow took note of the
Isracli alert, but failed to understand the thinking behind it. It seemed to be truly
bewildered by the Israeli move, and did not know bhow to react. By the time Israe] issued
the alert, the operational situation had stabilized, and Israel was no longer facing an
existentia! threat. The Israeli action was completely irrelevant; strategically, it added
nothing. The move had the potential to be counterproductive; only by chance did it not
lead to a strategic confrontation with Moscow.

The United States was the second nation to exploit the nuclear option during the 1973
war. Like Israeli demonstrative efforts, American strategic signaling proved both useless
and irrelevant. The Kremlin was unsble to understand the White House's auclear
trepidations. It was unclear to the Kremlin what Soviet move or Arab action had triggered
such a harsh resction on the part of the Americans. Eventually the Politburo classified the
US alert as Kissinger's “machination,” a strategic bluff that should not be treated as a
significant threat, The amount of attention and the level of credibility that the Kremlin
attributed 10 the US nuclear alert contrasted sharply with the seriousness with which this
issue was regarded in Washington.

While moves involving nuclear capabilities had no significant impact on the conventional course
of events, on several occasions, conventional developments almost put nuclear weapons into play.

In 1967, under the threat of a conventional attack, Israel decided to go nuclear,

Soviet commanders who participated in the 1973 naval standoff and snticipated the
outbreak of conventional hostilities seriously considered the use of nuclear weapons.

In 1973, routine activity of Soviet SSMs under standard operational procedures wes
interpreted in Israel as an operational preparation for launch, resulting in an Lsraeli
nuclear alert.



Damascus and Cairo decided to go to war despite Israel’s nuclear capability, However,
the Isracli strategic potential limited the Arabs’ wartime goals,

Moscow decided to intervene in the War of Attrition and engaged the IDF directly for
several months despite Iarael’s nuclear capabilities. At the same time, the Israclis were
not deterred by the Soviet nuclear arsenal. In July 1970, they escalated their standoff
against the Soviets, shooting down four Soviet jets.

The nature of Soviet operational-tactical behavior in the air and at sea did not necessarily reflect
the Kremlin’s strategic intentions.

As a rule, Soviet operational behavior was a function of the perceptions of tactical-level
commanders — ordinary Homo Sovieticus. In several situations, tactical-level
commanders capable of opersting nuclear weapons were left to their own devices, with
no clear directives from the chain of conunand.

Soviet operational behavior also reflected a duality of doctrinal views regarding the
utilization of nuclear weapons in a theater of military operation, as opposed to the use of
muclear capability as a lever on the strategic level for deterrence or coercive diplomacy.
This duality was probebly very misleading for the USSR’s advermaries.

While the Soviet leadership estimated that the United States had no strategic interest or
operational intention to intervene in terms of warfare, Soviet tactical-level commanders
in 1967 and 1973 considered American participation in warfare to be & distinct
possibility, and prepared for it.

Internal political factors and factional tensions within elite circles in Moscow determined many
Soviet strategic decisions. Most of the decisions involved a mixture of rational analysis of
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CONTEXT

Three nuclear-related issues will be discussed in this section. The first issue relates to Soviet
views on the use of nuclear weapons; the second issue relstes to Soviet intelligence penctration of
Israel; and the third issue relates to Soviet perceptions of the nuclear threat from the Western
forces deployed in the Mediterranean.

SOVIET VIEWS ON THE USE OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS

In order to understand Moscow's military policy decisions during the 1967-1973 hostilities, the
evolution of Soviet views regarding the use of nuclear weapons in theaters of military operations
should be briefly addressed. The Soviet perspective on the nature of the ‘future war’ underwent a
triple tranaformation during the Cold War. In the 1950s and "60s, the ‘next war’ was envisioned
as an unrestrained missile confrontation, nuclear from the outset. By the early 1970s, there was
anticipation of a gradual passage from an initially conventional conflict to total nuclear war. In
the late 1970s, already the Military Technological Revolution era, the Soviets were reckoning the
probability of a dual muciear and conventional conflict?

During the period discussed in this paper, the Soviet General Staff (GS) had two scparate nuclear-
related spheres: operational planning for the use of nuclear wespons in theaters of war and staff
work on the use of strategic nuclear weapons. Paradoxically, these issues were the responsibility
of completely different subdivisions of the GS, which deslt with these matters separately. Later, it
was realized that tactical and strategic issues were linked, but initially, the issues of troop support
dominated. Military leadership considered tactical and operationsl nuclear strikes on the
battlefield to be another type of air and artillery support.’ Indeed, the doctrinal texts and the
accounts from the mid-1960s clearly indicate the intention to wage and to win a muclear war. This
point of view was shared not only by the commander of the strategic missile corps, but also by
the commanders of such "conventional" corps as ground, naval, and air forces, who were ready to
utilize muclear weapons on the battlefield * The impulsive “hot heads” of the GS expected to
obtain some positive operational effects from the use of nuclear weapons® and believed that "even

? Dima Adamsky, "Through the Looking Glass: The Soviet Military Technological Revolution and the
American Revolution in Military Affairs," Journal of Strategic Studies, vol. 31, no. 2 (April 2008);
Zolotarcy, Istoriia voennoi startagii Rossii (Moscow: Kuchicovo Fole, 2000), 442,

3 Jan Hoffenaar and Christopher Findlay (eds.) Military Planning For European Theater Conflict During
The Cold War. An Oral History Roundiable (Stockholm, 24-25 April 2006), 135, 142.

4 Igor Drogovoz, Raketnye voiska SSSR (Moskva: Harvest, 2005), 142-44,
’Formh.‘itmbelkvodthuoumvenﬁwmihmﬂd force the adversary to start negotiatioas.
Such options were considered in the search for an effective way to use auclesr weapons without creating &

threat 1 national security. Such & theeat may have been posed in case of a massive nuclear strike, or even a
partial nuclear strike." Military Planning For European Theater, 142.
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if the troops had been affected by radiation, they would have been able to fulfill their assignments
and carry out their duties, and move forward for a certain number of kilometers in order to take
up their assigned positions, eic." ItwouldbealmosttwodeudesbeforeSowetmhwyludu:
admitted that “that was a bluff, and even simple calculations showed that it was not possible."
ﬁemlmryludmhpse&mhmaboﬂtheopmﬂmﬂeﬁedsofmnlwwupommmeeded
slowly.

During the 1960s the Soviet GS formulated a theory and adopted the strategy of unrestricted
nuclear war, where regular conventional operstions would be conducted simultaneously or in
conjunction with nuclear attacke. The war plans showed that the GS planned to achieve victory
solely on the nuclear bartlefields. The available primary sourcés on Soviet war plans indicate that
the military did not refer to nuclear weapons as a deterrent or coercive lever but indeed thought
about the unthinksble, and planned to win, not just survive, a nuclear war, Soviet military
doctrine of this period emphasized the necessity to execute the first strike - to be ahead of the
United States in launching the first salvo and seemed to disregard the deterrent logic of the
“second strike.” In the early 1970s the Soviets developed the theory of gradual nuclear war that
mdﬁomconvammlmmmcludmglmdoonﬂmumthemrdwmm
proceeded to limited nuclear exchanges, and finally devolved into unresiricted nuclear battle.*

The senior political echelon and the military leadership had somewhat different views on the
utilization of nuclear weapons. Memoirs of Col. Vitalii Tsygichko, who headed the GS's work on
computations of war-gaming and modeled systems for strategic military decision-making, reflect
on this politico-military conceptual split. On the political level, the idea of employing selective
strikes for deterrence purposcs or for encouraging negotiations was used as a coercive bluff. The
Kremlin rcalized that "any action entails another action, and restrictions are automatically
discarded. To use ouclear weapons implics crossing a certain psychological barrier, and
subsequent thresholds are disregarded more readily. There is no guarantee [about] how many
weapons would be used once a nuclear attack is launched." However, in regards to Soviet defense
and military leadership the same source notes: "Among politicians as well as the military, there
were a lot of crazy people who would not consider the consequences of a nuclear strike. I knew

§ Milltary Planning for European Theater, 65-67, 138.

7 In their own worda; "it was really a problem that we did not possess knowledge sbout many things, and
we did ot understand the consequences thereof™ Accounts of Soviet sources sbout military exercises
conducted with the nuclear weapons clearly indicate this point. "A military exercise was held in Central
Asia in an attempt 1o test a auclear wespon for advance purposes. A small nuclesr device was detooated on
the testing site, and the troops were sent to move through the suclear cloud.... One pilot, who refused to fly
through thie cloud, was fired for that. All of his friends who had obeyed the order died within several
months.... Nowadays, we perceive this as a crime...... The cost of our lack of kmowledge and
understanding was very high." Milltary Planning for European Theater, p. 140; also soe A.D. Zharikov,
Poligon smerti (Moscow: Ges, 1997).

¥ Zolowrev, Strategiia, 379-407; Drogovoz, Raketnye, 196-205.
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many military people who looked like normal people, but it was difficult to explain to them that
waging nuclear war was not fessible.”

When in the early 1970s the Soviet political leadership finally started to realize the homifying
consequences of a nuclear strike, the Kremlin "encoursged negotiations on the limitation and
reduction of nuclear weapons and anti-missile defense."'® An incremental transformation from
seeing "just another big bomb" in nuclear weapons took place only towards the very late 1970s."
By the early 1980s the Soviet military acknowledged the inability of either side to “decapitate’ its
enemy’s nuclear potential from the first strike.'? Towards the Iste 1970s, within the framework of
the discussions of the emerging Military Technical Revolution, the Soviet GS started to develop a
theory of conventional war."

In short, two trends influenced the Soviet decision-making process and shaped strategic behavior
during the discussed period: (a) military commanders on the strategic-operational level were
psychologically ready for the scemario in which local hostilities developed into a nuclear
exchange. In this situation, according to the established doctrine, it was possible to achieve
victory, but it was vitally important to inflict a preventive strike on the enemy. However, (b) the
higher was the level of decision-makers, the less instrumental and the more balanced was the
approach to nuclear capabilities and their usage on the battlefield. The Kremlin did not perceive
nuclear weapons as an operational tool beyond deterrence or coescive diplomacy. This duality
and ambiguous attitude towards nuclesr weapoary affected the decision-making of Soviet
military leadership during the hostilitics of 1967-1973.

WHAT DID SOVIET INTELLIGENCE KNOW?

With the available information at hand, it is hard to establish what precisely Moscow knew about
Israeli efforts in the nuclear field at any given moment. However, it is beyond any doubt that
during the 1960s and *70s, the Soviets were well-informed of general developments in the Israeli
nuclear project.

? Military Planning for European Theaier, 161.
0 Military Planning for Eurapean Theater, 137.

' Kjoll Inge Bjergs, Politico-Mtlitary Assessments on the Northern Flank 19751990, Report from the
IFS/PHP Bode conference of 20-21 August 2007.

1 Oleg Grinevakii, Sesenarii diia tres‘ei mirovoi (Moscow, Olma Press, 2002), 353-7; Georgii Komienko,
Kholodnaia Voina: svidetel'stvo ee uchasinika (Moscow, Olma Press, 2001), 363-7; Zolotarev,

Strategiia, 446, Makhmut Gareev, Esli zavira voina (Moscow, Viadar, 1995), 86-88; Gareev, Frunze,
239.41.

3 Through the Looking Glass.”
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Soviet intelligence penetration of Palestine started about two decades prior to the establishment of
the Jewish state, so that by 1948 stable networks were operating in Israel." Both legal and illegal
residents dealt with a large number of agents who were infiitrated by means of Jewish
immigration flows from the USSR and Eastem block countries.' In addition to significant
HUMINT sources operating in Israel,’® during the 1960s, the GRU and the KGB conducted
SIGINT operations and HUMINT penetration from Lebanon, Syria, and Egypt as well.'” When
Israel embarked on its nuclear project in the 1950s, the Soviets had already penetrated into the
most sensitive parts of the defense establishment.

KGB agents operated in the Isracli chemical and biological weapons programs and slso in the
institutions related to the Israeli nuclear project.'* Several high-ranking officials in the MAPAM
socialist (pro-Soviet) party, which is closely associated with Prime Minister and government
circles, cooperated with Soviet intelligence.” The KGB acquired sccess to Isracli military
intelligence materials on several sensitive operations abroad.® Moasad itself suffered serious
Soviet penctration in the mid-1950s by Zeev Avni. Senior leadership within the Isracli defense
establishment, including Shimon Peres and David Ben-Gurion (both founding fathers of the
nuclear project), were on fairly close terms with Isracl Beer,” another Soviet agent who was
caught in 1961 and provided to his Soviet handiers information about the "most sccret Isracli
enterprises.”” From 1955 the Haifa Technion-based leading physicist Kust Sitte reported to his
Warsaw Pact handlers about Israeli nuclear activities and earned the nickname “the Israeli Klaus
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Fuchs."® The collection and analysis of evidence on Israel’s progress in creating nuclear weapons
was one of the main missions for the new KGB resident posted in Tel-Aviv in 1962. During the
same years the GRU continuously monitored the technological and scientific capabilities of the
mFmdgomentrnedpuﬁwhdyonthelAF.withapecidmphuismhuPsmlw
capability.

Several sources, including the former head of the Middle Eastern Department of the Soviet
Foreign Ministry, argue that by the mid-1960s Soviet intelligence possessed reliable data on
Israel's nuclear program.? In addition to the intelligence on the Isracli nuclear project from
HUMINT sources, Moscow reccived satcllite coverage of Dimona.” By the summer of 1967,
through HUMINT, SIGINT, and VISINT, Soviet intelligence scquired a relatively detailed
picture of the top secret sight in Negev.”

Considessbie numbers of the GRU and KGB operatives in Israel were double agents who
supplied Moacow with false information.” However, the intelligence capabilities operated by the
Soviets in Isracl were not the only source of information on the "Samson option.” Moscow
acquired a great desl of knowledge on the Israeli muclear project from the penetration of the
American®, French®, and British™ intelligence communities, which were actively collecting

B Ginor and Remez, 34; Harel, 169-175; Yosi Mibman, Hameraglim: parashot rigul be medinat Israel,
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intelligence on the Dimona project as well. There are solid reasons to assume that Moscow
acquired most of the information posscssed by the Western intelligence sorvices. By cross-
checking this information against the data from its own means of collection on Israel, Moscow
was able to produce an extremely precise picture of the Israeli nclear capability.”

As carly as 1958 the Soviets had closely followed the rapprochement betwoen Israel and West
Germany on the issues of missiles and nuclear capabilities.™ In the carly 19608 the Soviets
mentioned the possibility that Jewish scientists who had worked in the Manhattan Project might
have provided a significant amount of "muclear secrcts” to Israeli institutions working on a
nuclear project.” In 1961 Moscow assessed that Isrmel was steadily advancing towards the
creation of its own mclear bomb, and was not far from completion. The Kremlin conveyed this
information to Washingion and offered a bilateral diplomatic action which would prevent Israel
from going nuclcar.*® On the besis of additional reliable informetion about the intentions of Isracl
to acquire nuclesr wespons, Moscow instructed its influential agents in leraeli political circles to
invest maxinum energy in order to prevent this development.’’ By 1966 Moscow saw Isracl as a
connecting link between NATO and CENTO in the global Westermn nuclear strategy.” The same
year oue of the leaders of the Israeli Communist Party reported to Moscow the decision of the
Isrseli government to produce s muclear device.” In reaction, the Soviet ambassador personally
mentioned 1o the senior Israeli official that *his government was coocerned about the rumors
regarding the development of the atomic bomb by Israel.™® About one year prior to the 1967
crisis, the Soviet Forcign Ministry still did not rule out the possibility that the Isracli government
might support a proposal to declare the Middle East a non-nuctesr zone. Moscow assessed that 2
ban on the supply of conventional arms to the Middle East by the superpowers might lead lerael
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to embrace nuclear non-proliferation.! But by the spring of 1967 Moscow seemed to possess
informatioa that the Isrseli nuclear project was approaching the deliverable weapon @

Arresta of several senior Soviet agents during the 1960s and the bresk of diplomatic relations
with the subsequent closure of the legal residency in the embassy caused further disruption of
KGB operations.” With some moles still operating, Soviet HUMINT penetration during the
19703 was less effective. However, the former KGB residenis in Tel-Aviv and in Cairo claim
that Soviet intelligence had recruited a very senior source in Eshkol's sadministration.** In 1967,
immediately after the termination of diplomatic relations, the KGB sent two high-ranking agents
to Israel, probably in order to preserve and to cultivate the contact with the source. This source
seems to bave continued to provide Moscow with relevant and highly classified information. In
1970 Moscow approved the expansion of the intelligence operations in Israel and sent & series of
agents to establish a permanent illegal residency, who would be responsible for contacting the
existing networks and cultivating new sources. In 1972 the Soviets intensified the recruitment and
operation of the illegals in Isracl.”

In short, despite some gaps in collection and analysis, Moscow possessed significant intelligence
assets, which produced a relatively precise picture of the Israeli nuclear capability during the
discussed period. All of the above-mentioned sources indicate that the emerging Israeli nuclear
potential had crested four concerns for Moscow: it wag seen (a) as an additional potential link in
the nuclear military blocks on the USSR’s southern border and (b) at the later stage as a direct
threat to the USSR;** (c) it was envisioned as a source of future regional instability with a
damaging effect on the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT); and (d) it was classified as a
strategic challenge to Moscow's regional clients.
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Moscow was also skeptical regarding the long-term advantage of the Israeli nuclear option. In the
Soviet view this capability surely provided Israel with a solid detarrent in the short run. However,
in the long run, the Israeli decision was seen as counterproductive. Moscow assumed that other
regional countries, inspired by the Isracli example, would challenge the lsracli monopoly and
strive to acquire WMD. In this situation Isracl would find itself in an unfavorable and dangerous
position because the “mutually assured destruction” logic of Soviet-American nuclear deterrence
was not applicable to the Middle East. One or two muclear bombs would completely destroy
Israel, so that it would not be able to retaliate with a second strike. In addition, Gromyko
emphasized the psychological factor: nuclear deterrence policies could be effective if both players
tried to avoid physical extermination. However, he was highly skeptical of the potential for
deterring Muslim fundamentalists who were not afraid of death but saw it as a road to a better
place. For these reasons the Israeli nuclear project was seen as a short-term advantage but a fatal
mistake in the long term.*

Several Russian sources share Gromyko's views on the psychological factor that may minimize
the effectiveness of detexrence as a tool in the strategic interaction with radical Muslim elements.
The Soviets amrived at this conclusion incrementally. During decades of alliances with the Arab
regimes, Moscow mirror-imaged the Arab strategic mindset and projected its own logic of crisis
behavior onto Arab decision-makers. The notion of deterrence as a mode of strategic interaction
began to take shape in Moscow in the late 1960s. During this period, however, Soviet
theoreticians discussed deterrence mostly in the context of the Western-bloc nations.

The crystallization of deterrence postulates in Soviet strategic thought in the late 1970s coincided
with a deterioration in Moscow’s position in the Middle East and divisions between the USSR
and some of the regional regimes, most notably Egypt, Iran, and Afghanistan. Following these
splits, Moscow devoted more of its academic, professional and political attention to the issue of
the Middle Eastern strategic mindset. Its approach to the question of Tslamic fimdamentatism then
became instrumental and operational. The Kremlin had a rich pool of internal political experience
from which to draw lessons. For decades, Moscow had attampted to eradicate religion in the
Asian republics of the USSR, to replace it with socialist ideology and contro] Istam both officially
and unofficially in Soviet Union. This rich experience made the Soviets skeptical regarding the
utility of classical deterrence against fundamental Muslim elements. Most of the political actions
vis-d-vis radical Muslim elements and extremist clergy in the USSR rested on preventive actions
and dissuasion, rather than on traditional deterrence as classical strategic thought used to address
it. Some Soviet officials purported to have succeeded in bringing about an cffective status quo of
deterrence with regard to radical Muslim clergy. However, the common wisdom of Soviet
functionaries dealing with Muslim religious extremism posited that religious fanatics wvould
oonmouslywolatethehw,mﬂwouldsoethesewolatmathemoftheumuggle

*® Grinevskii, Scenarii, 113-114,
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During the 19703, the Soviets started to arrive at the same conclusions about the uselessness of
strategic deterrence in dealing with exiremist players on the intemational level. Their conclusions
were based on firsthand experience in Iran® and Afghanistan,” and from dealing with terorist
organizations whaose nature and strategic minciset they had studied closely while supporting them
logistically, politically and ideologically during the 1970s and 1980s.%

SOVIET PERCEPTION OF THE NUCLEAR THREAT FROM THE
MEDITERRANEAN

The Cuban missile crisis demonstrated to Moscow its strategic inferiority. Determined to
assimilate the lessons of the crisis, the new Soviet leadership under Brezhnev strove to achieve
genuine strategic parity with, if not superiority over, the United States. Moscow embarked on a
massive rearmuament drive and tried to enhance the USSR's military presence in pivotal arcas of
the world in order to counterbalance the Western threst.™

The Soviet GS concluded that the cumrent strategic threat lay in a surprise nuclear attack by
Westem forces deployed relatively close to Soviet territory.” The Mediterranean naval thester
was considered the most dangerous arena from which an unexpected nuciear sttack on the Soviet
hinterland might emerge. The Soviet military assessed that the US force in the Mediterranean
would launch a ballistic nuclear missile attack on Moscow and Leningrad® and that at any given
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moment hundreds of nuciear warheads were targeting Soviet teritory from the US naval
platforms.”” The nuclear strike from the Mediterrancan Theater of Military Operations became
one of the main concems of Soviet military strategy.*® Soviet apprehensions reached a new peak
in 1964, after the United States turned down a Soviet offer of nuclear disarmament in the
Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean ™ Polasis submarines with bellistic missiles had been
introduced into the Mediterranean, and plans were announced to ephance these capabilities with
Poseidon MIRVs in the 1970s. After the deployment of the Polaris submarines, the Soviet naval
presence in the Mediterranean became a central national security interest.®' Because of the
developed infrastructure of the Northern Fleet, the General Staff considered the Polaris
submarines in the Northemn waters as relatively wiincrable; however, Soviat naval forces had no
appropriate response in the Mediterrancan.®

The Soviet leadership, genuinely frightened,® sought to create an immediate counterweight to
American military might in the Mediterranean theater.* The military response to the challenge
was rooted mainly in the naval doctrine of Admiral Gorshkov. This doctrine established the
Soviet fleet as a strategic anm with nuclear capabilities that would be deployed permanently in the
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core areas around the world. The navy would serve both as an operational counterweight to the
American threat in the immediate vicinity of the Soviet Union and as a vehicle of strategic
“second-strike capability.” The decision and the staff work regarding the establishment of the
Fifth Mediterranean squadron occurred in late 1966, The essence of the decision was to establish
a constant Soviet naval presence, including nuclear submarines, as a counterweight to the US
nuclear misgile threat to the southern regions of the USSR. The Politbure approved the plan in the
- spring of 1967, and in May 1967 the fist operational directive regarding the squadron was issued.
The relocation of Soviet nuclear submarines to the Mediterranean started in the spring of 1967.
The actual establishment of the squadron coincided with the Six Day War but by no means was
its consequence, The planning of the logistics and selection of the commsanding staff started
almost half a year prior to the war.%

The regional operational goals of the Fifth Squadron, such as possible support for the embattled
allies, ranked last. The highest priority was assigned to global goais: tracking the enemy’s nuclear
submarines; monitoring the enemy's formations (carrier and strike groups); being prepared to
attack and destroy these formations if necessary; gathering intelligence on enemy forces; and
thwarting counterintelligence.*’ Naval mancuvers conducted between 1968 and 1972 clearly
indicated the global purpose of the Fifth Squadron, but regional crises® influenced the
operational behavior of the Soviet Navy in the Mediterrancan. Soviet naval diplomacy included:
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reinforcement of the squadron, showing the flag through concentration in the region of a crisis,
taking battle positions wvis-d-vis US ships, running missiles into lsunchers in the view of
Americans, tracking and locking of fire control radars, and approsching striking range of US
carriers.® To counter the US Polaris submarines on 2 constant basis, the decision was made in the
autumn of 1968 to deploy permaneutly in the Mediterrancan a brigade of Soviet submarines.™ By
1973 Saviet nuclear-powered cruise missile submarines were aasigned to the Mediterranean for
periods of more than a year at & time.”

The attempt to implement these strategic plans and to respond appropriately to the American
nuclear threat encountered several obstacles. Although the Soviet antisubmasine force build-up
had intensified, the high maneuverability of American ouclear submarines made it essential to
track these vessels continually. In order to monitor and attack the subs st any given moment it
was necessary to deploy forces in the immediate proximity of the enemy.” Once the floet was in
the waters of the Mediterranean and had reccived the right to temporarily enter Egyptian and
Syrian ports, there was an acute need for permenent military bases.” However, since 1961 the
USSR had been unabie to use Albanian ports, and maintaining a Soviet fleet in the Mediterranean
was an expensive and cumbersome proposition.” Taking this into consideration, Egyptian ports
scemed the most appropeiste solution to Soviet constraints.™

The outcome of the Six Day War crested a window of opportunity for the advancement of Soviet
gosls in Egypt.™ The Soviets exploited Egypt's weskness and dependence on the USSR,
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explicitly seeking a quid pro quo: in return for arms and advisors, Egypt would have to provide
the USSR with permanent bases in Alexandria and Port Said.” Moscow viewed its suppart of
Arab independence merely as the lever for achieving its primary global objective — creating a
counterweight on Egyptian soil to the threats emanating from NATO and the US forces in the
Mediterrancan.™

7 Those included permancnt depots for fuel, supplics, and sparc pacts, as woll as the righ to logistical
services and weekly squipment flights from the Soviet Union.
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THE 1967 Six DAY WAR

Three nuclear-related issues can be seen as framing the Six Day War. The first issue relates to the
Soviet factor in the Israeli crossing of the ruclear threshold; the second issue is connected to the
Liberty incident; and the third issue is Soviet strategic conduct during the war.

THE SOVIET FACTOR AND ISRAEL'S CROSSING OF THE NUCLEAR
THRESHOLD

The multi-actor strategic interaction during the 1967 crisis was a chain of miscalculations on the
part of all of the players involved.” While Moscow, Cairo and Damascus were drawn in by
events as they unfolded and had no prior intention of instigating an armed conflict, Israel
interpreted the situation differently. The lsraelis heavily suspected a pre-planned and coordinated
Arab-Soviet action, and found the supporting evidence for their hypothesis in Arab, Soviet and
US strategic behavior. The lsracli expectation of an Arab-Soviet coordinated atiack played an
important role in the decision to opt for a preventive strike. This fear also accounts for the turning
point in Isrueli nuciear history. It is important to differentiate between two issues: (2) the impact
of the notion of an anticipated coordinated Arab-Soviet attack on the Israeli decision to go to war;
and (b) the impact of the overflights of Dimona (which were seen as an indicator of a possible
coordinated limited action against the reactor) on the Israeli decision to go nuclear. These issues
are addressed separately below.

PERCEIVED COORDINATED ATTACK

The main problem for the Ismaeli decision-makers was not the Arabs but the Soviets. While
apprehension regarding poasible Soviet intervention on the Arabs’ behalf was often aired in GS
discussions, there was no consensus in the Isracli goverument on the matter. The Kremlin's
behavior was very difficult to explain: on the one hand, there was not enough evidence to indicate
that Moscow wanted war; on the other hand, the Kremlin's behavior spoke to its unwillingness to
prevent a8 war, and spurred both Cairo and Damascus to take action. The Israelis began to view a
coordinated Arab-Soviet attack as a real possibility.™

The evidence in support of the notion of a coordinated attack reached Isracli decision-tnakers via
several channels. Soviet motives for passing information to Syria and Egypt about Israeli troop
concentrations along the country’s northern and southern borders began to trouble Israeli
intelligence in mid-May. The Israelis were unable to understand why the Soviets had furnished
the Egyptians with cxaggerated and implausible intelligence reports. They concluded that
Moscow had clearly known that the reports were without basis in reality. Israeli military
intelligence (AMAN) then began to seriously cousider the possibility of a coordinated attack.
AMAN received word that the Syrians had called on the Egyptians to come to their support in
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accordance with the two countries’ defense pact, and were at the same time presenting Ismeli
actions against Damascus to Moscow as part of an imperialist pian directed by the United States
against the USSR. When Egypt subsequently decided to send troops to the Sinai, Isracli analysts
saw the move as an additional indicator of preparation for a possible triple action.

AMAN’s fears grew stronger when the Americans sent a note to the Soviets saying that the
United States believed there was no truth in the rumors that Moscow had promised to intervene
on behalf of Damascus. In Tel Aviv, the note was taken as an indication that the United States,
too, was considering a coordinated attack scenario. Soviet propaganda then adopted a clear pro-
Cairo and pro-Damascus position, and joined the Egyptians and the Syrians in their harsh anti-
Inraeli condemnations; this essentially reinforced the Israeli reading of the events. By 19 May,
AMAN had assessed that Egypt was a key player in the emerging tensions and that Moscow had
coordinated its moves wilh both Cairo and Damascus. However, it was unclear to the Israelis how
far the Soviets were willing to go. AMAN estimated that the Soviets still belicved that the IDF
intended to attack Syria.” _

AMAN estimated that the likelihood of a coordinated attack, a Soviet response to an lsraeli
preventive sirike, or Soviet intervention with massive forces would be determined by the
American position. Yet an analysis of the latter did little to clarify matters. AMAN was not sure
of the extent to which effective American deterrence existedt to counter the Soviet threat. The
Israclis assessed that, notwithstandimg the deterring presence of the Sixth fleet, the United States
was unlikely to resort to forceful action in support of Israel, in light of the basic American desire
not to become involved with Mascow and not to open a new front in addition to Vietnam. AMAN
also estimated that despite Lyndon Johnson's assurances to Eshkol to counter any aggression, the
presence of the Soviet squadron would limit America’s freedom of action.

As of 24-25 May, AMAN was still unable to decipher the Soviets' strategic intentions. The
signals were mixed: Soviet policy toward the Arabs was both restraining and encouraging.
AMAN understood that Moscow was looking to strike a balance between enhancing its position
in the region by eroding American prestige and preventing direct confrontation with the U.S.

On the one band, the Israeli estimate was that the USSR had no interest in a deterioration of the
situation, and thus Soviets would render political support to the Arabs but would try to refrain
from intervening militarily on their behalf. On 27 May Soviet diplomats sent a personal letter
from Kosygin to Eshkol in which Moscow asserted its confidence that neither Tel Aviv nor
Moscow had an interest in war. In contrast to Bulganin’s bratal 1956 letter, the message was

tempered and calming,

At the same time, there were indications that the opposite may be the case. AMAN treated the
Soviets' 25 May announcements regarding British and American fleets ready to intervene on
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Israel’s behalf as an allusion to Moscow’s own intention to intervene. The next day, the
Americans informed Israel that Moscow had furnished Washington with a promise to exert &
restraining influence on the Arabs if the United States did the same regarding Isracl. Howeve, in
the event of an Israeli military operation, the USSR would assist the country under attack. AMAN
also knew that the Arabs were pressing Moscow to adopt a more active and aggressive position,
and that the Soviets were seeking ways to rapidly reinforce the Egyptien military. Badran's 25-28
May visit 1o Moscow resulted in additional political support and military supplies for Cairo.
Moscow agreed to dispatch unlimited quantities of military equipment, and evidence continued to
sccumulate that the Egyptians were expecting the Soviets to intervene militarily. The Soviets
continued their naval buildup in the Mediterranean; AMAN assessed that Moscow's support was
making the Arabs overconfident. Likewise, when Prime Minister Eshkol asked to go to Moscow,
Soviets initially agreed, but then changed their minds under Egyptian pressure. As a result, the
Israeli spprehensions continued to mount. Soviet policy of controlled tensions misled Israelis at
cvery tum ®

This question of a coordinated attack was never fully resolved. Two days prior to the war, whena
favorable US position had been secured, Soviet policy was still unclesr to the Isrmelis. AMAN,
senior military leaders, and most notably Rabin assessed that the Soviets, committed 2 they were
to backing the Arabs, would rcfrain from direct military intervention in light of their
understanding of the potential American reaction.”” The political echelons, however, and most
notably Dayan, still considered a Soviet-Arab coordinated sttack to be a possibility. Eventually,
uncertain regarding the Soviets but bolstered by confidence in the favorable US position, the
Israelis took a calculated risk and opted for war. Yet the Israeli political echelons assessed that a
successful lsraeli strike might compe! the Soviets to intervene. The day before the war, Eshkol
wasqumadasuying:“WhntwﬂlﬂwUSSRdo?ltmydonﬁMng.oritmydowmﬂhins.""

Today, it is nearly certain that a premeditated, coordinated attack had never been an option in
Soviet pre-war thinking. To be sure, the Kremlin’s hawks and doves were divided in their
approaches to handling the crisis, and some aggressive proposals were put forward, However, the
hawks succoeded in putting their aggressive proposals on the agenda only at the final stages of the
war, after the Egyptian and Syrian armies had taken a severe beating. Prior to the war, there had
been no serious discussions on the Politburo level about Soviet participation in the war.
Moreover, once the situation had begun to spin out of Moscow's control and the hostilities broke
out, the Kremlin tried to prevent a giobal escalation, reassuring the United States that it had no
intention of intervening. In Moscow’s view, American behavior prior to and during the crisis
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(particularly the conversations over the ‘hot line') indioated that Washington had no intention of
escalating the conflict, and was striving to attain goals similar to those of Moscow.™

‘The threatening accurnulation of Soviet nuclear-capable naval power in the Mediterranean was
aimed at counterbalancing the strategic menace from the Sixth Fleet and accidentally coincided
with the outbreak of hostilities. This Soviet nuclear-naval build-up in the Mediterranean had been
planned xince late 1965 and would have occurred in the summer of 1967 anyway. Although
Moscow's political menipulations resulted in the outbreak of bostilitios, war was the last thing
that the Kremlin was seeking. Among other ressons, Moscow rejected such an enterprise because
the intelligence estimates of the KGB and the GRU from the peo-war period clearly stated that at
their current state the Egyptian and the Syrian armiea were incapable of preventing a defeat, let
alone winning decisively.”

PERCEIVED THREAT OF AN ATTACK ON DIMONA

About a decade before the war Israeli decision-makers aiready knew from counterintellipence
operstions that the Isracli nuclear peoject was one of the top collection prioritics for Moscow.”
Shimon Peres, one of the founding fathers of the Isrmeli nuclear capability, mentions in his
memoirs that already in the early 1960s the head of the lsraeli counterintelligence had refesred 0
Moscow's knowledge of the Israeli nuclear project and to the possible Soviet preventive reaction,
which he considered a grave danger.®™ AMAN closely followed Egypt's efforts to develop
unconventional weapoas, but first and foremost was concerned with Israel's nuclear image in the
eyes of the coemy, as well as with the impact of this image on adversaries’ conventional
intentions. Arab, particularly Egyptian, references to an Israeli strategic capability had been on
the agenda since the mid-1950s, and the IDF cstimated that the reactor would constitute one of
mmmm.mm"ammmmmmmuwm.
hot topic in Cairo,* probebly in light of some intelligence information that the Egyptians received
from the Soviets. There is no direct evidence that Moscow passed everything it knew to Cairo,
but according to the experts, this possibility cannot be ruled out, and some informetion was
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arriving on a constant basis.”’ The USSR had some technical cooperation with the Egyptian
civilian nuclear program. During the 1960s, inspired by the development of the laraeli program,
Egypt turned several times to Moscow to acquire nuclear weapons, but was continuously
refused.” There are solid indications however, that as part of close intelligence cooperation with
Emu’l;dmwmmﬁdjngmowithminfmhnrdaﬁngwthelnaeﬁmclm
project.

A year prior to the 1967 crisis officials in the Israeli Atomic Energy Committee considered a
hypothetical scenario of a Soviet attack related to nuclear arms.* By that time, the GS was
already concerned with the implications of Israel’s nuclear image in the eyes of the Arabs, and
feared an Egyptian surprise attack on Dimona reactor aimed at what the Arabs perceived to be the
Israeli muclear menace.” isruel suspected that the threat of its nuclear capability could lead not
only to a coordinated preventive Soviet-Egyptian strike on Dimona, but also to the inclusion of
Cairo as part of Moscow's nuclear umbrella.* In the Israeli view, the reactor was clearly marked
by the Egyptians as a target. The reconnaissance flights over Dimona on 17 and 26 May made the
Israelis cven more confident regarding its reading of Egypt’s intentions.” As far as thesc
overflights sre concerned, the recent argument by Ginor and Remez regarding Soviet plans to
bomb Dimona during the Six Day War™ has been refuted.” Based on the most up-to-date
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sources, it can be sisted with certainty that overflights of Dimona which indeed had taken place
on 17 and 26 May, were conducted not by MiG 253, but by MiG 213, fiown not by Soviets, but
by Egyptizns.'*

This fact, however, may be of secondary importance, since the situation was viewed differently in
Israel. The lack of Soviet-Arab coordination was not 30 obvious to Israeli decision-makers, who
had constantly voiced the fear of an sitack on the reactor in the weaks leading up to the war.
AMAN was not completely sure of Mascow's position. The possibility of a joint action, Soviet
intervention or deployment of Soviet nuclear capabilities against Israel, was considered as
feasible at the time the flights took place.'® Two perceived threats seemed to merge in the Israeli
deliberations regarding the crisis. The Israeli defense establishment atarted to view the threst of
the airstrike on the Negev nuclesr center in the context of a possibie direct Soviet military
intervention. Although the Soviets had no such plans, in the stmosphere of uncertainty and mixed
signals of the time, some Isracli decision-makers made “an operstive connection between these
two concerns.™® On 19 May, the head of AMAN explained the logic behind the recent Egyptian
strategic behavior: in his view, either “Egypt had received the informstion or evalustions that
Isracl was about t0 implement its ouclear program,” or Cairo believed that Israel wanted to take
sdvantage of the fact that most Egyptian forces were in Yemen in order to strike. Addressing
Cairo’s possible strategic objectives, the head of AMAN mentioned a limited preventive war
“with the aim of destroying [the] Dimona reactor and the Israeli threst of nuclear weapons.” At
this point, he had gotten the impression thet the Soviets were backing Egypt and Syria, but it was
unclear how far they were willing to go.'™ Eventually “the IDF senior command and the political
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echelons estimated that the Dimona reactor constituted a prime target for an Arab attack, whether
through a concentrated airstrike or in fthe] framework of an overall mititary confrontation.™'®

Hawkish ministers, supported by the senior military echelons, exploited the possibility of an
attack on the reactor in order to demand a preemptive strike.'™ Others, including Shimon Peres,
argued that a preemptive strike and subsequent war would put the reactor in danger, since it
would definitely become the operational target far Arab retaliation.'® While fear of a sudden
Arab or Soviet airstrike against the Dimons reactor did not become the decisive strategic
consideration and motive in the government’s decision to go to war, it was one of several
important triggers for the Israeli preemptive strike.'” Likewise, the threat of this scenario
significantly influenced the Israeli decision to mature the operational nuclear capability.

Although Israel's fears of a strike on Dimona were bigger than the actual Soviet and Egyptian
threats,'™ the apprehension of a conventional or unconventional attack was one of the factors that
pushed the Israeli nuclear project forward and played a decisive role in the emergency measures
to weaponize Israel's rudimentary nuclear capebility, assemble its first nuclear device, and cross
the nuclear threshold.'® The strategic behavior of the USSR on the eve of the war, as it was seen
by Tel Aviv, contributed to the growing psychological tension of the Israeli decision-makers. The
flights had dramatic effects on the Israeli perception of the situation, increased the fears of the
forthcoming Egyptian strike, and created a sense of anxiety and urgency in the Israeli cabinet.”’
Isracli intelligence intercepted a strange and worrisome transmission indicating possible
coordination between interceptors and bombers, which was initially interpreted as a possible
prelude to the attack on Dimona.'"!
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New evidence pravided by Ami Glusks suggests that Eshkol and some of his political and
military associates saw things differently on the eve of the 1967 war. In fact, the senior military
and defense establishment succeeded in persuading the hesitant Prime Minister to initiste the
preventive strike.''? Moreover, historical data only recently revealed by Avner Cohen indicates
that there was also tension between "technology and politics." Munya Mardor, the future head of
Israel's armament development authority who was then in charge of the "main project,” had
learned about the MiG flights almost in real time. The day after the first overflight he “began
briefing his subordinates on preparations to be made for a possible war... Priorities were set fora
completion of the weapons which were in the final stages of development and production. The
manufacturing and assembly work went on around the clock.” Two days after the second
overflight on 28 May, Mardor again went over to the assembly hall. "The crews were assembling
and checking the weapons system, of which they had mansged to complete the development and
production ahead of the war."'

The maturation of the Israeli nudimentary muclear capability seemed to occur without a clear
political directive. *As the likelihood of war intensified and some Israclis contemplated the need
1o have temporary burial sites for tens of thousands of Isracli causalitics in casc of an Egyptian
attack, Israel did something it had never done before. Israeli tcams assembled virtuaily all the
components, including the handful of nuclear cores it had, into improvised but operstional
explosive devices. Preliminary contingency plans were even drawn up for how such improvised
devices could be used in a manner that would demonstrate nuclear capability short of military
use. Furthermore, an unpopulated site was chosen. The idea behind it was highly indicative of
Israel’s anxious statc of mind in thosc days. As far as can be determined, these improvised
activities were not a response to any specific political or military request that came from the top.
In any case, the actions were surely not execited in response to any specific operational need.
The steps were taken becanse the alternative would have been inconceivable. The nuclear project
was at a historical junction, and it was simply unthinkable for its leaders that, at such a dire
national moment, when Israel was facing existential threats, they would sit idle and do nothing. If
the capability could be made available, it had to be made available. In the minds of the project’s
leaders, the actual assembly of all the components into one system was momentous because it
symbolized that Israel had become a nuclear power."'™

In other words, in May 1967 the “technologists™ took Israel over the muclear threshold, while the
*politicians™ were “far from making a firm political commitment to nuclear weapons, let alone to
nuclear strategy.”'"* In short, just as the Soviet threat during the 1956 crisis had been one of the
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decisive factors leading Isracl to seek a nuclear deterrent,'* Soviet strategic behavior and the fear
that it created among Israeli decision-makers and “technologists” during the 1967 crisis was one
of the decisive factors thet impelled Israel to cross the nuclear threshold.

Today the Israeli miscalculation regarding the preventive-strike intentions attributed to the
Sovietsisobviou&AhhoughMomwmuyingtodimndelsndﬁmnadwmingonﬂw
mcleupam.thcxrmﬂinhadabwlmdymimmaumﬁngaprewﬂwnﬁkconthe
Isrnelimnlarapabﬂityinl%?.ﬁc&mnlinhadmiﬂmﬁmofbmnbingthehndimwlm
reactor and did pot know about the Egyptian objectives in this realm. During the pre-war
consultations in Moscow, the Egyptians did not reveal to the Sovicts their plans regarding
possibic strikes on Dimona.'"’

More than a decade ister, while discussing the Israeli raid on Ositak in 1981, Soviet Foreign
Minister Gromyko referred to the nuclear dimensions of the Six Days War: "Suddenly in mid-
May [1967] two Egyptian MiGs conducted the reconnaissance flight over Dimona. To Nasser's
surprise the planes returned home safely, although the reactor was under the special defense of
the US Hawk missiles. A little more than a week passed, and they over-flew Dimona again, but
lsraeli air-defense did not react.”’ Soviet intelligence picked up these Egyptian flights over
Israeli tesritory but interpreted them as normal intelligence collection activity of one belligerent
party against another.'” “Soviet leadership was not aware of the Egyptian intent to wipe out
Israel's nuclear potential. We only knew about the intent to inflict a surprise strike on important
objects in Israel's territory, without any further clarification. Therefore, we sent a letter to Nasser,
in which we persistently advised him not to start the war. He also knew that Egypt is not ready...
I think that if then we had realized clearly that the main target of the strike was to destroy Isracli
nuclear potential, we would not have dissuaded Nasser. Of course he would have been defeated in
this war as well, However, he woulkd have won in the long term, because the military capabilities
of Isracl and Arab countries would have become equal.™'® This was announced by Gromyko
about fifteen years after the events took piace and it is hard to say to what extent his observations
capture Soviet attitudes at the time of the war, Two things are abvious, howevet: (a) Moscow had
no gencral intent to attack Israci, or to strike Dimona, in perticular; (b) the Kremlin tried to
dissuade Cairo from doing so.
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LIBERTY INCIDENT

During the war Moscow assumed and was afraid that under unfavorable operstional
circumstances Israel might activate its WMD potential and was closely following Isracli strategic
behavior in that field. These fears became stronger when the IDF mistakenly bombed the US
electronic intelligence ship Liberty, which was supposed to produce early wamings on the
activation of muclear or chemical wespons. The book of official Russian military history issued
by the Ministry of Defense puts the phrase "bombed by mistake” in quotation marks. This is
because Russian sources treat the alleged accidental lsraeli strike as an intentional preventive
measure, which was designed to conceal nuclear activity. Soviet intelligence assumed that the US
intelligence community estimated that Isracl might deploy its nuclear capabilitics against Egypt
under unfavorable operstional circumstances. In Moscow's view, it was possible that Israel had
attacked the American ship deliberstely in order to conceal its preparations to use WMD, whose
existence according to the Russian source was never denied by Tel Aviv. Possible Israeli nuclear
intentions, along with additional considerations, prompted Moscow to send a battle group with
muclear weapons on board to the Red Sea for the purposes of deterrence and poiential coercive
diplomacy. The Soviet naval "nuclear” presence in the Mediterranean was also considered by the
Kremlin to play an important deterrent role vis-d-vis Tel Aviv, in both conventional and nuclear
contexts.'' It should be noted, however, thet the Russian interpretation of evenis sounds
somewhat strange. Why woulkd Moscow have expected Tel Aviv to activate its unconventional
capability when the IDF was proving victorious on the conventional battiefield?

None of the Isracli sources support the Soviet version of events or attribute the incident to any
unconventional intentions or actions on the part of Israel.'? According to the Israeli account,
during the first two days of the war, Israel still feared an Egyptian naval attack supported by some
seventy Soviet ships, along with a possible Egyptian amphibious landing that could outflank
advancing Israeli troops. The limited effectiveness of the Isracti Navy on the first day of the war
served only to intensify these fears. The situstion became even more tense when, several hours
prior to the incident, El-Arish was bombed from the soa. The source of fire was not ideatified;
the Israclis attributed it to the Egyptians.'™ The GS sent the Navy and the Air Force to hit the
target. However, when the first battle damage reports amrived immediately afier the sttack on the
suspectod vessel, it turned out that the markings on the attacked vessel were not in Arabic. The
fear mounted in the midst of the confusion: both the Israelis and the Americans thought of a
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Moscow connection. The Israclis were afraid that the ship had been Russian,' while the
Americans assumed that the attackers were Soviets.'” The poesibility that a Soviet spy ship had
been destroyed sent the anxiety of the lsracli generals “as far up as the barometer could go.”'*
The GS was convening an emergency meeting regarding a possible sharp Soviet reprisal when the
first information came in that the attacked vessel had actuaily been a US Navy ship. Rabin later
admitted to having had mixed feelings about the news — “profound regret at having attacked our
fricnds, and a tremendous sense of relief [that the boat had not been Soviet].”'*’ The prospect of
an engagement with seventy ships and a nuclear-capable Soviet squadron vanished.

SOVIET STRATEGIC BEHAVIOR DURING THE WAR

Soviet behavior during the crisis and the June war was a result of a series of misjudgments and a
factional struggle within the Kremlin. By providing false data to Cairo, Moscow tried to bolster
Egyptian support for Damascus, but overestimated the control that it had over its regional clients
and was not able to moderate their adventurism. Events did not develop in accordance with the
Soviet plan. If Moscow had not misinformed the Arsbs, the Middle East might look different
today.'™ The Kremlin was obliged to maneuver in a war that broke out against its will, but its
non-intervention policy remained intact. Although the weaponry airlift had started '™ and
preparations for the deployment of Soviet troops were made,'™ and notwithstanding Kremlin
hawks who pushed for the dispatch of Soviet forces to the Middle East, there was no intention on
the part of the Soviet government to intervene.””' The pressure from Soviet hawks for more
aggressive steps, including the immediate dispatch of Soviet forces, started when the Arsb defeat
became clear. Some measures, including spontaneous preparations for the desant landings in
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Egypt and Syria, which were supposed 1o deter further IDF advances,'*? were taken, but the hot
heads never succeeded in persuading the Soviet government (o intervene, let alone to issue a
nuclear threat.'”

When Soviet hawks pushed for intervention, Gromyko succeeded in persuading the Politburo that
such a move would be next to suicidal. According to him, it would cause a clash with the United
States and would immediately result in a second Cuban nuclear crisis. To satisfy the aspirations
of the hawks, he offered to terminate diplomatic relstions with Israel. Thus, the decision to cease
relations was not only a gesture to the Arab countries but reflected internal political bargaining in
Moscow. At the time the view of the Soviets was that even though this move would affect the
situation in the Middle East, it would prevent a deterioration leading to nuclear tension.'™

This approach was a clear deviation from the Soviet precedent during the Suez Crisis. Then, in
1956, Krushchev used nuclear brinkmanship to dictate the Soviet position.”™ Although the Soviet
note made a clear threat to use nuclesr-missile wesponry, the Kremlin had bad sbeohutely no
intention of implementing the threat, let slone of being directly involved in the hostilities through
interveation with its foroes.'™ This coercive diplomacy'”’ was the first ever nuclear threst made
by the Soviet Unioa. Following the crisis the Soviet leadership consiciered that the aggression had
been stopped first and foremost thanks to the nuclear ultimstum. Analysis of Politburo
discussions indicates that the psychological consequence of the crisis was the conclusion of
Soviet leadership thet tactics of military ultimstums and a nuclear-missile bluff worked
effectively.'™ In contrast with their conduct in 1962, Soviets treated the 1956 ultimatum as s
*successful example of how they could emnploy their muclear clout in order to limit Israeli action
against their Arab clients.”'”
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According to Ne'eman, in 1956 Israel felt helpless in light of the Soviet nuclear threat and had no
choice but to comply with the ultimatum. To him, the situation might have been different if Isracl
had had in its possession some kind of a nuclear option at the time.'*’ It seems that Ne'eman was
correct in his expectations, Russian experts are convinced that in 1967 (and in 1973) Israel saw in
its nuclear potential a means to deter the USSR, from a direct military intervention on behalf of
the Arabs.' In 1967 Moscow had neither the intention nor the capability to attack Israel and
adopted the “threatening” pattern of conduct from 1956. However, one difference is obvious: as
in the Sucz Crisis the Kremlin threstened with a military action when the IDF started to approsch
Damascus on 10 June 1956, but this time around nc "missile” or "nuclear” threat was made. All
other factors being equal, the Israeli nuclear capeability was the only new variable in the strategic
equation. There are reasons to assume that even premature Israeli capability had played some
deterrent role in 1967. The climax of Soviet aggressivencss was the abrogation of diplomatic
relations, which became & type of substitute for the harsh missile ultimatum from the previous
decade. Moscow made five ultimatums during the Arab-Israeli wars {in 1956, 1967, 1970, 1973
and in 1982). Only once, in 1956, did it threaten with the nuclear-missile capability. The 1956
Suez Crisis was the only war of the five when Israel lacked nuclear potential.

Although Moscow accumulated significant force in the Mediterranean and was reinforcing it
steadily, Soviet political leaders tried to minimize any possible friction with the United States that
could result in an unforescen escalation. Commanders of Soviet ships that docked in Egyptian
ports during the war and absorbed Israeli fire never got a clearance from the Chief Naval
Headquarters in Moscow to open fire in retum, their continuous requests notwi ing '
Most of the Soviet force was shadowing the Sixth Fleet. Being in a situation of high alert, the
commanders of Soviet vessels did not always know the most up-to-date situation.'® While on the
strategic level, the leadership in the Kremlin did not put the nuclear levers into play, on the
operational-tactical level miclear issues frequently surfaced due to misunderstanding, irrstional
behavior, and the "fog of war.* This is more than just an anecdotal claim because both crises {i.c.
1967 and 1973) were full of irrationel and risky behavior.

14 Becgman, “Bishvilo.”
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Three Soviet submarines with nuclear weapons and cruise missiles aboard had been put on high
alert in the Mediterranean. The commanders were in full readiness to engage with the enemy,
whoever it may have been.'* Everyday during the war the commanders of the submarines got
radiograms from Moscow instructing them to be ready 1o use the weapoary.'® While reflecting
on those events in their memoirs, commanders of the nuclear submarines report that there was a
lot of confusion, incomprehensibie orders, and complicated chains of commmand, For example, the
commander of Soviet nuclear submarine K-131, srmed with eight cruise missiles in the Adriatic
Sea, received an order on 5 June “10 reach the shores of Israel in the next 24 hours and to get
ready to lsunch missiles on Tel Aviv.” The order puzzied him: it was almost impossible to reach
Israel in the given amount of time and there were also serious technological difficulties to re-
engineer the cruise missiles for lmnching against targets oo the shore, as opposed to the sea
surface. Only after 8 few radio sessions were these unrealistic orders canceled and new
operational instructions given. The new (realistic) order prescribed following and monitoring the
US naval forces that had moved to the eastern Mediterranean to support Iarael. Roflecting on the
event, the commanders of the submarines are very skeptical regarding the professional and
psychological competence of the peopie in the central naval staff in Moscow during the crisis.'
Under impuisive decisions of the military leadership two additional nuclear subs were positioned
in proximity to Iaracli shores but never received clear operational orders.'”
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THE 1969-1970 WAR OF ATTRITION

Following the June War Moacow exploited the dependence of its “weakened cliert” to embark on
2 phase of “colonization” of Egypt for strategic needs that derived from the global threat and,
therefore, were not directly related to the dynamics of the Isracl-Arab conflict. As compensation
for restoring Egyptian military might, the USSR achicved its long-term aim — permanent naval
storage and repair facilitics in Alexandria and Port Said, including permission for the Soviet Navy
and Maritime Aviation to access temporary Egyptian bases. From the end of 1967, the Soviet
Union used Egyptian bases for their own strategic purposes.'

The agreement for permanent use of Egyptian bases was given to Moscow immediately after the
war, while final permission to establish its own military (naval and ground) installations and to
deploy its military units (including permanent beses for its navy and maritime aviation units) on
Egyptian soil was ratified in April 1968.' Afier that, the squadron operated as & joint combat
architecture with naval avistion units deployed in Egypt.'* Toward the end of 1968 Soviet naval
and aviation contingenis were permanently deployed in Egypt and a minimally satisfactory
strategic relationship was achieved with the US in the Mediterranean. The USSR fully exploited
Egypt for its global goals, using it as a platform for intelligence gathering, advanced waming
systems and forward recounaissance vis-d-vis NATO forces and the US Sixth Fieet deployed in
the Mediterranean. '*'

The strategic goals and operational realities of the late 1960s led Moscow to contemplate the idea
of sending organic military units (air defense and air foroe) to Egypt for global ends — with no
connection to Cairo’s requests. The Soviet decision was not taken for the sake of providing Egypt
with advanced military might vis-g-vis Israel, but to counterbalance the West in the
Mediterrancan and, more specifically, to provide sufficient air cover for Soviet naval and
maritime aviation units. Thus, dispatching Soviet air defense units to Egypt should not be seen as
a stand-alone decision or as a response to repeated Egyptian requests. Rather, it shouid be treated
as a decision motivated by global concems, in a comtext in which air defense units were seen as
complementary to the Soviet Navy and Soviet Maritime Aviation.

Thus, in examining Moscow’s conduct in the War of Attrition one should distinguish between
the Soviet decision to deploy its anti-aircraft component in Egypt (global ends) and the decision
to involve it in active combat with the IDF (regional objectives). Moscow's decision to shift the
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objectives of its military units from serving as a counterweight to US and NATO forces in the
Mediterranean to an intervention in order to save its client was difficult and uoprecedented, but in
Moscow’s view this was the lesser evil. Throughout the Arab-Israeli Cold War crises, Moscow
made explicit or implicit threats to intervene militarily on five occasions (in the Suex War of
1956, in the Six Day War of 1967, in the War of Altrition of 1970, in the Yom Kippur War of
1973, and in the Isruel-Syrian confrontation during the Lebanese War of 1982) in order to halt
Isracli advances and thereby prevent its allies’ defest. However the Kremlin avoided such a move
on four oocasions, and only during the War of Aftrition - an engagement that took place between
March 1969 and August 1970 - did the Soviet threat prove to be more than a pofitical bluff. An
Air Defense division and two Air Force regiments — numbering around 10,000 men, amived in
Egypt and clashed with the IDF.

A conscious and calculated risk was inherent in Moacow’s move, and the Kremlin decided
eventually to switch the prioritization of its military means in the region from the global to the
local ends. Inferior Egyptian combet abilitics, the plausibility of Tel Aviv's thrests to overthrow
Nasser's regime, the concern for preserving Soviet strategic investments in Egypt, the noed for
face saving, the hawkish climate in the Kremiin and the estimated low risk of US reaction to
future cscalation created favorsble conditions for Soviet leaders to initiste this unprecedented
move, It should be stressod that the Kremlin was not guided by aggressive considerations, but
was reacting in light of Israeli escalation. Moscow was trying to save Egypt - the center of gravity
in the Soviet strategic deployment wis-d-vis the US threst. The Soviet decision was based on,
risk of nuclear confrontstion was low.

The War of Aftrition is especially interesting because, on the one hand, absolutely no
unconventional dynamics took place during the conflict, but oa the other hand, this was the first
and last time during the Cold War that the nuclesr USSR was engaged in a direct, conventional
war with a nuclesr Israel. The War of Attrition, and perticalarly the months of April-July 1970,
wsas the only time in Isrseli history when the country engaged in combat with a muclear
superpower, For the Soviets this was the second conventional encounter with the nuclear power,
following clashes with China in the spring-summer of 1969. From the numerous declassified
sources on the War of Attrition, nothing is known on the nuclear considerations of the USSR and
Israel while waging this war. In none of the Israeli internal debeates prior to or during the Soviet
intervention was the nuclear issue raised. Not a single svailable Soviet source mentions nuclear
considerations while discussing the operational experience of the War of Attrition. All the
considerations stayed in the realm of conventional operations.'2

Relative to the previous years, during the discussed period unprecedented nuclear capebilities
were accumulated in the Eastern Mediterrancan. In 1970 Ismael already possessed an operational
nuciear capability,'™ and the Soviets were quite obviously sware of it. From reading the recent
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memoirs of Primakov it seems as though Soviet intelligence acquired CIA asscssments of the
boost in the Isracli nuclear program in 1968 and 1969. Rabin, Dayan, and Peres were identified in
Moscow as the strongest proponents of the nuclear project and their key positions in the Golda
Meir government, to Moscow, indicated the promotion of the Israeli nuclear project.'™ At the
same time, the years 1968-1972 were the climax of the Soviet naval (including muclear) presence
in the Mediterranean and deployment of maritime aviation in Egypt and Syria.'* In addition, the
squadron of MiG 25s (reconnaissance-bomber modification) was deployed in Egypt, over-flew
Sinai several times, and was potentially capsble of bombing targets in the lsracli hinteriand.'*
However, both players were aware of each other’s red lines and scrupulously tried not to cross
them.

At the initial stages of the hostilities Isrnel assessed the risk of Soviet intervention as low. Based
on this assessment, Israel conducted severzl strategic and operational moves that directly or
indirectly struck Soviet forces or interests in Egypt. In the summer of 1969 the IDF started to use
its air force, such as the flying antillery, and inflicted heavy damages on the Egyptian Air
Defense, discrediting the recently supplied Soviet wesponry and the advice provided by
thousands of Soviet military advisers. Israel bombed Egyptian ships in Port Said and Alexandria
and caused damage and casualties 10 Soviet veaseis on numerous occasions. In the following
months the IDF inadvertently inflicted the highest number of losses to Soviet advisers in Egypt.
In December 1969 the IDF stole the state of the art Soviet P-12 radar system, operated by the
Egyptian army. The Soviet military was forced to make complicated technical adjustments in all
the radars of this type along the USSR’s borders. In January 1970 lsrael started strategic bombing
campaigns in the Egyptian hinterland. The campaigns humilisted Moscow, put its stakes in the
region at risk, and forced it to engage the IDF directly through its Air Defense Division, deployed
in Egypt. The following four months of intensive combat engagements between the IAF and
Soviet AD Division (about 10,000 men and two squadrons of MiG 21s with Soviet pilots)
resulted in dozens of casualtics. Vis-d-vis Sovict advancement to the canal, Israel showed no
restraint but rather a readiness to fight and stop Soviet encroachment. The IAF engaged in the
most intensive fights with Soviet air-defemse crews, notwithstanding an unprecedented Soviet
paval (including nuclear) concentration in the Mediterranean. In July 1970 the IDF initiated a dog
fight with Soviet pilots, hitting four Soviet MiGs and killing three Soviet pilots. However, when
the tensions climbed too high the IDF calmed down and did not announce the results of the dog
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fight. The escalation was initiated for the purposes of de-escalation, and the ceasefire was
eventually accepted on unfavorable tarms for Israel. '

During the war Moscow tried 10 avoid operational situstions that would create the feeling of
existential threat in lsrael and gave strict orders to Soviet pilots, ground force advisers, and naval
officess not 10 cross the canal. Moscow only sought to restore Egyptisn conirol on the west bank
of the Suez and under no circumstances had intentions to croes the watershed. Moscow used all
the diplomatic ievers to terminate the war as quickly as possible in order to enable its forces to
conduct their primary goal — to counterbalance the mlesr threst from the Mediterrancan.
Jerusalem knew that the Soviet agenda was not to invade Israel but was strategically ready for the
opposite scenario as well Already in 1968 "Isracl raised the possibility of deterring a Soviet
attack on Israel to explain to the United States why it could not sign the NPT without an
Amnerican security guarantee in case of Soviet aggression.”'®
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THE 1973 YOM KIPPUR WAR

The Yom Kippur War can be framed in terms of four nuclear-related issues. The first issue is
connected to the devastating operational situation in Isracl between 7 and 9 October. The second
issue is connected to the Soviet Scuds deployment in Egypt and the alleged shipping of nuclear
warheads for them. The third issue is the DEFCON II alert, and the fourth one is the operational
behavior of the nuclear capable Soviet-Mediterrancan squadron.

EVENTS OF 7-9 OCTOBER

‘The first alieged Isrseli unconventional alert had nothing to do with Soviet strategic moves during
the war. It was a function of the devastating operational situation on the conventional battlefield
and the emerging feeling that the "Third Temple” was endangered by the invading Arab armies.

In discussing Israel’s contemplation of the unthinkable in 1973, researchers usually refer to the
account that appears in Hersh's Samson Option. According to the account, Dayan,
psychologically smashed by the unsuccessful Israeli counteroffensive and devastating military
situation, succeeded in obtaining the approval of Golda Meir's war cabinet for making several
Jericho launchers and several specially marked Phantoms operational for a potential attack on the
Egyptian and Syrian military headquarters.'®

In recent years several publications based on reliable sources have questioned and refuted this
version. According to these newer studies, Dayan never got approval from the cabinet to make
strategic weapons fully operational.'® Only some besic "operstional check” of the nuclear
capability'®* “took place between the 6 and the 8* of October...." in order "to advance its state
of preperedness, in time of war”,'® but nothing beyond this basic action.'® Other recently
published accounts emphasize the devastating mood of the Isracli generalship and political
decision-makers on 9 October, which led to consideration of some "radical proposals” to activate
"special means." These accounts argue that those discussions indeed took place in the General

19 Seymour Hersh, The Samson Option: Israel’s Nuclear Arsenal and American Forelgn Policy (New
York: Random House, 1991), 225-240.

19 Cohen, Hatabu, 48-50.
18! Yair Evron, Jsrael's Nuclear Dilemma (Ithaca: Comell U P, 1994), 71-72.
182 Ne'eman, all three sources cited in this work.

18 Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein, We All Lost the Cold War (Princeton: Princeton U P,
1993), 189, 463 nd6.



Staff. Reference to the "special means” might have, but not necessarily, implied the “"big
taboo."'“

This way or another, according to the published accounts, the “operational check® activity
involving some degree of preparedness of the "nuclear infrastructure” did take place between 6
and 8§ October. By 7 October US SIGINT picked up some indications of activity associated with
these preparations.'®

It is hard to say what exactly Moscow knew about the Israeli govemment discussions and the
subsequent operational activitics in strategic forces during 6-8 October. According to Oleg
Grinevsky, who headed the ME department of the Soviet Foreign Ministry in the late 1970s,
Soviet intelligence acquired some data about these events.'® Given the constant Soviet ELINT
and SIGINT collection from the naval platforms in proximity of the Lyraeli shores,'’ this claim
can be considered credible. Likewisc, given that the highest-ranking Soviet spy ever caught by
1srac! was the deputy head of the top-secret Israel Institute for Biological Research,'™ one can
assume that Moscow might have known a great deal.

We know for sure, however, that the Soviets, who had not actually undetstood the operational
logic of the Egyptian campaign, were puzzied and surprised by the Egyptian operational pause in
Sinai on 10-12 October.'® Moscow was not involved in planning the war, and was not familiar
with the internal logic of the Egyptian campaign. According to some sources, the Kremlin linked
this uncxpocted Egyptian move with information regarding Isracli activities in the “special field.”
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Several Russian experts assumed that the Egyptian operational pause might have been related to
information about nonconventional Isracli activities, which had presumably arrived in Cairo via
Washington and Moscow. This Isracli signal, according to the Russians, might have deterred
Egyptians from advancing any further.'™

Today, we know that nothing could have been further from the Egypt’s actual considerations. In
reality, the operational logic of the Egyptian campaign called for crossing the canal, pencirating
Isracli defenses on the broad fromt, and then stopping, consolidating the beachheads, and
engaging the superpowers to press for a ceasefire and negotiations. There was no plsn to retake
the whole Sinai Peninsula. When these goals had been accomplished by 11-12 October, Cairo
was surprised even by its own rapid success. Since the IDF concentrated the bulk of its efforts on
the Northern Front, it was only after Damascus’ ples for help that Cairo launched several attacks
on the passes at Gidi, Mitla and Bir Gafgafa on 14 October. Since the Egyptian actions were not
coordinated with the Soviets, Moscow was not certgin about the plan behind Egypt’s moves.
Consequently, the Kremlin's political activities were not synchronized with the situation oa the
ground. The Kremlin, which had just detected that the Israelis made some activities with their
‘special means,' thought that Cairo had also picked up on this information, and that the
operational pause might have been a reflection of the Egyptian fear of 2 nonconventional attack
by Israel. In fact, the Egyptian operational pause was based on pre-war political logic, and had
nothing to do with a nonconvertional threat on the part of Israel. Though the Soviets connected
these two events - the Israeli operational check of its special means and the Egyptian operational
pause — in reslity, there was no connection between the two at all.

As far as Cairo and Damascus are concemed, it is hard to assess what impact Soviet and Jaraeli
nuclear potentials had on the Arab war plans. We have very limited information regarding
perspectives from Cairo and Damascus. However, available materials allow some observations to
be made regarding the role that the perception of a Soviet nuclear umbreila played in Egypt and
Syria during the planning of the conventional war. According to the accounts at our disposal, the
Egyptians indeed limited their operational goals in order not to produce the feeling of an
existential threat to Israel. The Israeli nucicar deterrent was not the oaly or even the main reason
for the limited war goals, but it still played a very important role. Damascus knew that Israel
posseased a massive nuclear capability but did not take this fact sericusly because it was assumed
that Moscow and probably Washington "would not have permitted such an event to happen.”'”'
Another source argues that Sedat, being sware of Israel's nuclear potential from the start,
formulatedgtzaly limited operational goals in Sinaj in order not to provoke a doomsday response
from Israel.
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Although part of these ciaims is based on sheer historical data, as for today, there is not enough
evidence to suppart or refute these accounts. Russian sources concur that the Arab states
frequently considered conventional war against Israel uscless, arguing that it was impossible to
win or attain far-reaching stratcgic goals given Israel’s nuclear capability, and thus impossible to
gain strategic superiority.’” Uri Bar-Joscph argues thet the Egyptian strategic pause had nothing
to do with Israeli nuclear capabilities. The Egyptians did not consider the Israeli nuclear threat to
be a major concem until they crossed the “green line” (pre-1967 borders). The same holds for the
Syrians. Bar-Joseph shows that the Syrians avoided plans to cross into Israel's pre-1967 border
for fear that Isracl would use its nuclear "card."™

iogl?‘ Scups, NUKES IN EGYPT, AND THE ISRAELI NUCLEAR
LER

Yuval Nc'eman, who was for decades in the midst of the Isracli nuclear project and would later
become the head of the Ismeli Atomic Agency, was responsible for strategic-operational
coordination during the war with the United States on behalf of the Israeli government. Several
decades afier the war, referring to the alleged "special activities" of 7.9 October, Ne'eman totally
refiked the idea of a nuclear alect at that time. Instead he argoed that there was a "true nuclear
episode"lguﬁnsthew—auteofalatiniﬁdodinluadcnlTOﬂobuthatlﬂeduuilm
October.

This Ismaeli strategic alert was connected directly to nuclcar thrests made by the USSR. Ne'eman
argued that Soviet nuclear threats arrived via threc separate channels: open Soviet and Egyptian
statements that hinted at that possibility; the same threats conveyed through Henry Kissinger and
other administration officials; and the information collected by Ismaeli intelligence about the
possibility of the deployment of Scud missiles with nuclear warheads in Egypt."™

Isracli alarms were building up gradually. On 16 October, while the IDF was throwing
bridgeheads across the Suez Canal, Sadat had given a speech in the National Assembly. "With
Kosygin next to him, Sadat mentioned the presence in Egypt of strategic missiles that would
retaliate against Tet Aviv should the Israclis dare to bomb Egyptian cities. The missiles were
mentioned as "Zafir,” the name of the defunct missile project developed by Nasser, not as Soviet
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Scud missiles.”'” Israclis assessed that Sadat had in mind Soviet Scud brigades (AMAN
estimated then that there were two brigades), which they asmmed were deployed in the Port Said
area.'™ Soviet sources had also estimated that Sadat was referring to the Scuds,'™ and Egyptian
sources now suggest that for political ressons the Egyptian names were used while referring to
Soviet SSMs.'™ On the same day, 16 October, the IAF conducted massive bombardment of Port
Said and the neighboring areas.'® According to Ne'eman, following the Isrseli operation,
Moscow radio defined the IDF conduct as a "murderous attack against the innocent city" and
threatened with Soviet retaliation on Tel Aviv. Kissinger advised dismissal of the threats made on
the radio, but among Israeli decision-makers this announcement would contribute in the days to
come 1o the intention to announce a nuclear alert.'? (In those days Israeli intelligence had
continuously picked up American signals and hints regarding the possibility of a Soviet nuclear
umbrella over the Arab countries.'™) The overall tone of Soviet press statements darkened, and
they wamed of the possibility of intervention by 30,000 American volunteers.'™ Isracli
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platoon.

' Crassing of the Suez, 78-80. In November 1973, when the Egyptian press referred 1o the firing of two
SSMs just before the cease-fire, they defined the wespon a3 "Al-Zafir." {(Golan, 289.) Only a year later
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intefligence had learned from the previous crises (i.e. 1967 and 1970) that such statements
implied Soviet intentions to dispatch forces to the region or 1o take some other escalatory steps.'®

Analyzing Sadat's speach and other Soviet announcements, Israeli intelligence still did not know
that about twenty-four hours before, on 15 October, the US Naval intelligence unit "Task Force
157" had reported that "nuclear material appeared to be detected aboard some Soviet military
supply ships moving from the Black Sea into the Mediterrancan.” These suspicious materials
were classified as nuclear warheads for Soviet Scud SSMs deployed in Egypt. Docades later, this
Yom Kippur War report would be defined by specialisis as the most controversial affair in the
unit's history.' When the nuclear intelligence data collected by the Istanbul-directed boat
operations (yachts that approached pessing Soviet ships) were analyzed by a Navy laboratory in
Washington, "the data appeared to indicate that nuclesr warheads were aboard one of the ships
being monitored. The report initially alarmed the CIA, and a meeting was convened in the
Strategic Evaluation Center headed by Fritz Ermarth. Lacking sufficient data, the group wavered
from dismissing the report outright to conchuling that the Soviets were indeed shipping nuclear
warheads to Egypt."'"’

Soviet veasels which might have carried nuclear materials on board passed the straits at least six
times during the war while executing Fifth Squadron reinforcements and sea-lifis to Egypt and
Syria.'"™ US intelligence had pinpointed st least three of these potential shipments which took
place on 15, 19" and 22 October.'™ The shipment with the alleged nuclear warheads for the Scud
missiles deployed in Egypt took place on 15 October. The ship, most probebly the Soviet
merchant vessel AMezhdurechensk, was constantly monitored by US intelligence forces and
eventually arrived in Alexandria as part of the Soviet sea-lift. US intelligence looked closely at
what was being unloaded but did not get any positive data.'®

'S Adamsky, Operation; also see Yaacov Roi, From Encroackment to Involvement: A Documenied Study
of Soviet Policy in the Middle Eaxt (New York: Wiley, 1974).

% Jeffrey Richelson, "Task Force 157: The US Navy's Secret Intelligence Service, 1966-1977,"
Intelligence and National Secwrity, vol. 11, no. 1, Janoary 1996, 117-119.

187 Richelson, 119.

'8 Alcksander Rosin: Goldstein and Zhukov; sec also the website of the Black Sea Fleet, accessible at
hup://flot sevastopol info/ship/.

% Golam citing Quandt in Parker, 184; Golan citing Schlesinger in Parker, 204; Garthoff in Parker, 208;
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The transport of a vessel such as the Mezhdurechensk would normally take between 30 and 48
hours to reach Alexandria.'” Thus, assuming that this ship with the suspected nuclear warheads
aboard passed the Dardanclles on 1§ October, it should have arrived in Egypt around [7-18
October. But around 16-17 October it was obvious that the ship was part of the sea-lift to Egypt
and not to Syria. What followed on |7 October involved a grotesque coincidence of events that,
to the best of my knowledge, were not connected with any Soviet plan, but somehow became a
coherent story duc to Isracli and US overestimates, fear, uncertainty, and miscalculstions.

Aocording to Ne'eman, on 16 or 17 October, "American satellite photographs showed a
deployment of two brigndes of Scud missiles, positioned in the Delta area, apparently with un-
camouflaged nuclear warheads, manned by Sovict troops. It was decided to convey the
information to the Israelis. On 17 October senior officials from AMAN and Mossad were called
to the US Embassy, where they were shown satellite photographs of Soviet Scuds and additional
relevant intelligence data. According to Isracli sources, American experts presented their warning
as reliable and were not able to rule out the possibility that the warheads were nuclear. Similarly,
the Israeli assessment was that Soviet Scuds might indeed have nuclear warheads.'” Israclis
estimated that Moscow and Cairo exposed the Scuds probably with the intent to deter Israel from
attacking Egyptian cities and economic infrastructure.'®

The information on the nuclear materials made an extremely grave impression on the Israelis and
upset them very much, to say the least.'* The amalgamation of all the above-mentioned
information, but especially the intelligence relayed to AMAN, made the IDF Chief of Staff
General Elazar "order the deployment of & Jericho missile bettery. Blazar's instructions were not
to camouflage the site, assuming that the message of counter-deployment would be read by
Soviet satellites and relayed to Sadat. It was left to them [Cairo and Moscow] to guess the nature
of the Isracli warheads."'™ The alert was announced immediately because the Isracli intelligence
community knew about the forthcoming high concentration of Soviet photographic
reconnaissance space satellites of the Cosmos type over the region in those very days, especially

™ Retired Iscacli intelligence officers, N., U, March 2008,
12 Ronen Bergman, "Bishvilo ze garinim, Yediot Akkronot, 18 March 200S; Coben, Hatabu, $1; Cohen,
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opertive ™
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starting from 18 October.'” In the Isracli view this strategic signaling worked and resulted in
effective mutual deterrence vis-d-vis Egypt.'™

The information about the Israeli alert arrived in Moscow and caused much confusion within the
Soviet leadership. Primakov, who has recently written his memoirs based on primary sources
from the Presidential archive, argues that the Kremlin knew about the Israeli nuclear potential,
but the fact that Tel Aviv was ready to employ it against Egypt and Syria became the astonishing
news. It also became the basis for & Soviet aasumption that the Istaeli nuclear weapons were not
only for the sake of deterrence against those who threstened the existence of the state of Istael but
2lso could be usad on the battlefield."™ We do not know exactly how the Politburo treated this
information, but the record of the further evolution of the crisis and the risk-averse Soviet
position speak for themselves. The Soviets were interested in localizing and terminating the war
as quickly as poasible. Their subsequent intervention threats were nothing more than a biuff.

Tee PosT-MoORTEM

Several post-factumn observations should be made in order to situate the above description in
historical context.

Regarding the Scud Missiles in Egypt: Isracli and US intelligence spotted a brigade of Scuds in
Egypt during July-August 1973. It was asscssed that it would take about four months of training
before the Soviets would hand over the missiles to the Egyptians.'” AMAN estimated that,

% Tzabag, 139; Golan, 108. From the start of the war, the Sovicts were operating three varieties of
satellites - low, medium and high resolution, with varying lifetimes of fourteen to twenty-cight days. To
maximize the coverage of the area, in three and a half weeks of the Yom Kippur war, the GRU launched
scven various sstellites which changed or complemented each other (Cosmoe 596, 597, 598, 599, 600, 602,
603). Particularly between 16 and 23 October, Cosmos 600 monitored developments over the battlefields.
Jeffrey T. Richelson, A Century of Spies: Inselligence in the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford U P, 1997)
333, Isracli intslligence assessed that Weshington had spotied and reported in a timely fashion sbout the
deployment of Sericho missiles, including the smbiguous warheads. According to Israclis, the United States
had conmected this Jericho deployment with the deployment of Scuds in Egypt. (Cordova and Avi-Shai,
41))

197 Larac! waned Egypt via the United States not to fire missiles or use poison gas, as it did during the civil
war in Yemen. Except for an intercepted Kelt missile launched in the opening hour of the war, Egypt did
ot fire missiles at Israc). In its turn, Isrec] abstained from attacking Egyptian infrastructure except for an
sitack on the underground communication cables in the Nile Delts, to force the Egyptisns to ansmit
sensitive messagos by radio. Sadat in his tum rejected Asad's request to bomb Isreeli cities in retalistion for
the Isracti raid on Damascus. (Rebinovich, 415.)

19 primakov, 338-339. It should be noted that it is aot totally clesr to which of the two Iscaeli alests (7-9
October or 17-20 October) Primakov refers.

19 o abinovich, 43; Cordova and Avi-Shad, 39.



possessing a range of two hundred miles, the missiles were capable of hitting Tel Aviv from the
Nile Deita.® This data was transferred immediately to the US intelligence community >

These estimates were overall correct: the Scud B (R-17¢ / 9K72) brigade arrived in mid-July, and
according 1o the timetable had to hand the equipment to the Egyptians in a half a year.’™ The
actual range of the missiles was 350 km.”™ The brigade consisted of three divisions, with three
transporter-erector launchers (TELs) in each division (9 TELs per brigade),™ with a total of
about 18 missiles. Although the Soviets brought an ORBAT of the brigade, they did not operate
as an organic formation, but functioned as a group of several advisory umits. They were
incorporated in the 65* Artillery Brigade of the Egyptisn army, which was in the process of
formation and was organized into two battalions.™ No nuclear warhesds had arrived with the
Soviets either before or after the war, Prior to the Soviet arrival, all the regulations and the SOPs
regarding the installation of nuclear warheads, which usually were physically attached to parts of
the missile and TEL, were dismantled. Some of the TELs and stored missiles were deployed
along the Cairo-Sucz highway and hidden in caves most of the time. Some refueling and
munitions warehouses detschments were deployed northeast from Cairo in the ares of the Nile
Delta. The fuel transports and the munitions warchouses were located in different places — more
than a dozen kilometers from each other. By the end of September the theoretical part of the
preparatory course was over and the practical part had started. On a regular basis Soviet
instructors with the Egyptian officers and soldiers conducted mini-maneuvers and drills for the
fueling of missiles and the attaching of warheads. Those activities were conducted in an open
space. According to operational procedures the TELs were takea out of the caves, brought to the
munitions warchouses, fucled, loaded with missiles, and then with the attached warheads were
taken cither to the firing positions designated in advance or to the caves. Vice versa drills were
conducted as well. ™ Thus, what had been considered by US and Israeli intelligence as a

2 Rabinovich, 43.

! Cordova and Avi-Shal, 39.

m No one within the Soviet brigade was expecting the forthcoming war, according to Agafonov (2003).
2 Interview with Vitalii Agafonov, transistor attached to the Scuds brigade in 1973. March 2008,
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ciaimed, Ltc. Avi-Shai, "Mizraim likrat milkhemet iom ha Kippurim,” Ma‘archot, no. 250, (July 1976). The
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preparatory deployment for a launch against the Israeli hinteriand, or as a signal of such a
strategic intent, was in fact the standard operational routine. As the memoirs of Soviet
participants indicate, those operational activities had no sirstegic signaling intent whatsoever and
took place regularly before and after 16-18 October.

Because of the wartime situation, around 8-10 October several fucling transports were loaded and
taken to the proximity of the TEL.s and munitions warchouses in the Delta. The instailation of the
warheads took place in an open space during the daytime. The main maskirovka measures were
conducted during the following stage when the TELs mancuvered to the caves at night and then
from the caves to the firing positions. Approximately on 10 October the brigade was reinforced
with additional Soviet instructors and soldiers from the 173 Brigade (Bindery and Belts) of the
Odessa military district. Upon arrival, they were taken to the positions in the Delta and took part
in the inteasive training with the Egyptian crews ™

Regarding the laraeli Position: Although this transfer of Soviet nuclear weapons to Egypt nover
took place, it was still considered to be a serious concern during the war. After the immediate
reaction on 18 October, Isracli decision-makers graduslly calmed down. However, suspicions
grew that the alleged nuclear warheads had never amived in Egypt. The Israeli intelligence
community believed that what had probably started as a US intelligence miscalculation and an
Israeli overestimate continued as a result of intentional American pressure. Accordingly, when
the Israeli victory became obvious, umors and discussions in the press about Soviet nukes
continued in order to put more pressure on Israel to stop its advancement, to save the Third army,
to force Israel to make concessions, and to soften the Isracli position toward the forthcoming
negotistions. The climax of this pressure occurred in the Iast week of October and the first week
of November and was accompanied by discussion of this issue in the Western press. The pressure
also coincided with the early November US-Israel bilateral summit where the destiny of the Third
Army snd the conditions of cease-fire were discussed. Golda Meir raised the issue of Soviet
Scuds with nuclear warheads during the talks. Cross-checking American intelligence data against
other sources of information, the Israeli intelligence community concluded categorically in the
first weeks after the war that there were no nuclear warheads in Egypt. Israelis found more
support for this assessment when Henry Kissinger publicly refuted the ides of the nuclear
warheads, immediately after the destiny of the Third Army was regulated on American terms.
When there was no further need to pressure Israel with the Soviet nuclear threat, the
administration just stopped addressing this controversial issue.”

Regarding the US Position: The US officials involved argued that it appears that when the
United States gave Isreel information about the Scuds it reforred to them simply as nuclear-

20 Agafonov, March 2008.

2 \ai. Yishei Cordova and Lic. Avi Shei, *Haium hagariini basovieti beshekhei mikhmet yom
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capable missiles; there were no indications that they were armed with nuclear warheads."® Fritz
Ermarth concurs with this point of view. According to him, the CIA was concerned with the
possibility that the Soviets might send nuclear wespons to Egypt but thought it was unlikely
because of the dangerous strategic implications. Also, the CIA thought that the radiating source
on the ship was not necessarily a nuclesr weapon. In addition, "because of the 'explosive
potential,! 30 to speak, we wouldn't have said anything to Isracl about the nuclear
possibilities....until we'd pretty well concluded it was not carrying nuclear weapons.” '
However, this was not the impression in Tel Aviv, to say the least. "The Lsraclis interpreted the
US message as a warning that the missiles might actually have nuclear warheads."*"’

Indeed, if the alleged Soviet warheads had arrived physically close to where the Scuds were
deployed in Egypt, then it would have been logical to expect that the United States would have
called DEFCON HI, if not II or I, about a week before it was actually announced. The Isracli
sources assume that the Americans did not call the alert because US intelligence estimated that
*the Soviets were not going to send and would never dream of sending nuclear warheads to the
Egyptian Scuds."*?

Regarding the Passage of the Nukss: The Soviets ofien sent nuclear materials through the
Dardanelles to their fleet in the Mediterrancan.?? They had also practiced loading and unloading
nuclear torpedoes onto and from the submarines in the Egyptian ports or in the open sea during
both war and peace time.?' Facilities in Alexandris, where the Soviet ship "carrying nuclear
warheads” arrived, were set up for the repair and maintenance of Soviet submarines.*'* As part of
Fifth Squadron reinforcements, nuclear materials were transferrod from the Black Sea to Soviet
forces accumulating in the Mediterranean. Moreover, the ships and the submarines docking in the
repair shops of Egypt and Syria had nuclear weapons on board. Referring to the reports about the
radioactive emissions on the ships passing the straits, contemporary Russian sources argue that
the following substitutes, which were on board Soviet sea-lift ships (starting on 9 October) might
have generated nuclear mdiation: nuclear warheads, nuclear munitions for Fifth Squadron ships,
fuel for the nuclear submarines, components of rocket fuel, measurement devices that include
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radioactive materials left over from devices that were previously transported on board. The
possibility of handing nuclear device to Arab countries is considered by the Russian sources as
extremely low. To them, such an act would bave created serious complications with the US.
Nuclear attack was not an option st all, also because of the risk to produce radio-active pollution
in the neighboring Arab states. Soviet counterintelligence colonel confirms that the rumors about
the alleged shipments of the nuciear warheads were circulsting among Soviet military personnel
in Egypt in October 1973. However, he refites this hypothesis as nonsense.?'® Being conservative
muclear power, the USSR would never send muclear warheads to a non-commumist,
noncontiguous, and engaged in war Third World country.?'’

The post-mortem investigation conducted in the US intelligence commumity showed that the
sensors of the Task Force 157, which issued the initial nuclear-warheads warning, were "less than
compietely reliable, being prone to giving positive false alarms. While it would never fail to
detect the radiation it was targeted against, it would also often ‘detect’ such radistion when it was
not present. Further, it was not clear that the type of radiation in question was a completely
relisble indicator of the prescnce of nuclear warheads.™"*

Regarding Firing of the Scuda (22 Qctobex): In the first days of the war Sadat ssked ambassador
Vinogradov to urge Moscow to delegate to the Egyptian government the exclusive authority to
make decisions regarding the deployment and operstion of Scuds. The Kremlin never reacted.?””
Soviet advisors and military leaders in Egypt were disposed to tansfer Scuds under the full
Egyptian operational control, but Politburo did not support them. For example, during the war
Gromyko had refused to clear a cable from the chief of staff ordering the use of Scud missiles for
an attack against Al'Arish.™ The deployment restrictions and certain consultation procedures
before the Isunch regulated by the special Soviet-Egyptian agreement put the Scuds under full
Soviet control 2! The sequence of commands in the case of a launch was as follows: The GS in
Moscow would give orders directly to the Soviet commander of the brigade (Colonel) via one of
the three Soviet semior officials in Egypt, the Chief Military Advisor, Military Attaché, and
Ambassador. The Soviets saw the Scuds as a deterrent against possible Isracli attacks on
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Egyptian cities.® Since the 65th Artillery Brigade of the Egyptian army was to be held back as a
strategic deterrent and because it was not yet fully operational, it remained deployed in concealed
positions near Cairo. ™!

The firing of Scud missiles on Isracli forces in the Western part of the Canal resulted from a
dysfunctional chain of command and was not a calculated policy decision. The military authority
(Marshal Grechko) approved firing of the Scuds, but this was his personal initistive, which the
Politburo did not authorize. Moreover, it contradicted its purpose, which was aimed at de-
escalating the situation and limiting the degree of Soviet involvement in the hostilities.”* The
firing of 22 October was a joint Soviet-Egyptian launch. ¢ Egyptian militery personnel were not
experienced enough in operating the system and were unable to conduct the launch on their
own.”” The deployment to the launch position, target acquisition, logistical and operational
preparations for the launch, including actual aiming, were carried out by Soviet crews, while
Egyptians only provided socondary assistance. However, the firing itself ("pushing the button")
was done by Egyptians.2*

THE SOVIET NOTE AND DEFCON il

During the crisis Brezhnev was both the Politburo leader and a détente statesman. He mancuvered
and cventually neutralized the belligerent hardliners who wanted drastic actions. Prescrvation of
the détente spirit and prevention of muclear war were goals underlying the Kremlin's conduct
during the crisis.™®

The Soviet note sent to President Nixon at the final stage of the war was intended to demonstrate
the firmness of the Kremlin's position. Indeed, tensions in the Kremlin ran high when Istael
continued its attacks despite an agreement between Nixon and Brezhnev to terminste them.
Grechko insisted on at least a symbolic demonstration of force in Egypt, but Kosygin, Gromyko
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and eventually Brezhnev disagreed. All military maneuvers (air force) and troop alerts (airborne
and ammor divisions) aimed to produce credible indications of a real threat. The intention to
produce a credible threat was not backed by a real willingness to intervene. Although Brezhnev
gave “teeth” to the Soviet note by mentioning “unilateral” Soviet steps, and supported it by
military muscle flexing, the Soviet gesture was a bluff and was meant not to frighten the
Americans too much. }t should also be mentioned that several airbome divisions were put on alert
as carly as 11 October. ™ The KGB resident in Cairo at that time confirms that notwithstanding
Brezhnev's hint of uniletersl action, no preparation for intervention took place in the USSR
beyond some maneuvers aimed at making the threst more credible. ™' In addition, & unilateral
intervertion with force was considered unthinkable because of the potential for confrontation
with the United States and the time required to deploy to the theatee. The Chief of GS Kulikov
estimated back then that no force, cither joint or Soviet alone, would be able to get there oa
time.™* According to the Russian sources, Moscow had attsined ity goal — Western governments
and media concluded that the Kremlin was going to intervene.™

Another reason for issuing such a barsh note threatening intervention was internal. Brezhnev was
afraid that his political opponents from the leadership would exploit his *détente-like” and liberal
position sgainst him. He was especially afraid of Shelepin who had influence among Party
seniors and could make them accuse Brezhnev of insufficient decisiveness vis-d-vis Israeli and
US challenges. During these years Brezhnev indoed emberked on a relatively soft approsch
toward Isracl and took a more harsh position toward Egypt. In 1971 he authorized Primskov to
atart the most sensitive and top-secret clandestine negotistions with the Israeli leadership,
notwithstanding the terminated diplomatic relstions. By 1973 Primakov had been to Israel twice,
met with Prime Minister Meir, Dayan, Rabin, and Peres and also with other Israeli seniors several
times in Burope. Thus, Brezhnev had resson to fear accusations of being too liberal toward the
enemy. There were many opponents of détente within the Soviet leadership of that period.™

None of the Soviet sources at my disposal intecpeets the DEFCON III as a reaction to Moscow's
strategic behavior in the nuclear field. The US alert was considered in Moscow to be a reaction to
the Kremlin's declared intention to act unilaterally and to send troops. The Soviets took for
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granted the fact that neither Washington nor Moscow was ready to clash for the sake of their
regional clients and that the US step was taken only to pose a threat.™ The Kremlin thought of
DEFCON Il as Kissinger's "machinations” The hawks even suggested mobilization, but
Brezhnev, mindfu) of Khrushchev's 1956 nuclear brinkmanship, proposed ignoring the alert.*
"Let him (Nixon) cool down and explain the reason for this muclear alert first."**’ Contemporary
Russian historians argue that Brezhnev behaved cautiously also becausc of “Cuban crisis
syndrome." Brezhnev remembered all the risks of 1962 and especially Khrushchev's removal
from power in 1964 for his adventurism and risky behavior in October 1962

In brief, the Kremlin did not ascribe a high probability to a collision with the United States and
did not put its strategic forces on alert in reaction to the American DEFCON III. However,
Moscow considered the American &t to be an inappropriate overreaction. 2™ Since Moscow saw
DEFCON III as & reaction to its prior threat, the Kremlin considered that it had attained its goals.
According to several Russian sources, including the official military history published by the
Ministry of Defense, the Soviets considered that the threat (Brezhnev's note) worked: although
the Washington overacted by declaring DEFCON II1, it eventually put a lot of pressure on Israei;
the IDF’s advance and battles against the encircled Third Army were stopped, and the war ended,
in & way, on Moscow's terms.**

MEDITERRANEAN STAND-OFF

By its mandate and practice the Politburo decided only on important, large-scale military actions
such as mobilization of troops, their moves from one military district to another, large (especially
unplanned) maneuvers, alerts in all Soviet armed forces, and deployment and use of any type of
weapon of mass destruction. "Declaring increased states of readiness of one or several divisions,
movements, and planned maneuvers within a military district or group of Soviet troops abroad
was [sic] within the juriadiction of the defense minister.” This was especially true during the 1973
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War because, "being Brezhnev's favorite, Grechko had comparatively broad freedom of
action."**!

At the initial stage of the crisis the Kremlin made the general political decision to stay out of the
war. The Politburo did not deal with lower-level military issues. All other strategic and
operational activities in the region were to be defined by the Defense Ministry itself without any
clearance from Politburo.’ This state of affairs enable Minister of Defense to come out with
different "enterprises” of his own: to fire Scuds, to propase occupation of the Golan Heights, to
deploy the unprecedented number of naval platforms caring nukes in the Mediterranean, to order
planning of "demonstration” landing of Soviet naval infantry in Port Said, and to increase states
of readiness in Soviet forces.® Grechko knew where the red lines were and "did not dare to
confront the team and s s rule backed down with his aggressive proposals.**

There is an impression that the Politburo discussions and the operational activities of the Fifth
Squadron were logically disconnected. The memoirs of the political echelon indicate that the
Soviet naval presence in the Mediterrancan was precautionary, and signaling was not intezided to
coerce, but to indicate concem and anxiety and to deter escalation.®® As opposed to the relatively
moderate position of the leadership, the activities of the Mediterrancan squadron resembled
genuine muclear brinkmanship. It stemmed from the hawkish character of the Soviet Defense
Minister, and reflected the duality of Soviet military doctrine during the discussed period. Thus,
conventional crisis dynamics brought military personnel on the tactical level very close to the
nuclear threshold. Several times during the war, Soviet senior leadership did not control the
tactical situation on the ground or at sea.

The Fifth Squadron constantly experienced operational "prisoner’s dilemma” of a "shoot-not
shoot" kind. Despite the air coverage from Soviet naval avistion units deployed in Egypt and
Syria and its own air defense capabilities, the Squadron operated under the conditions of strict air
inferiority.** Soviet commanders doubted that anything would remain afloat after the first enemy
air strike and for that reason adopted the doctrine of the "first salvo,” when all fire capabilities

2 Jeraclyan, 193.

m Israclyan, 193.

3 oraciyan; Grechko manifested the same bawiish and risky bebavior in 1967, during dhe Sino-Soviet
clashes in 1969, and during the 1969-1970 War of Atirition. (Zolotoarev, 201; Zaborskii, 80-81.) For
example, a landing operation in Port Ssid was an initistive of the Staff of the Fifth Squadron. V Zaborukii,
*Zapiski o neixvesmoi voine," Morsko! sbornik, no. 3 (March 1999).

# Leraclyan, 193,

M5 1oraelyan; Dobrynin; Vinogradov; Brutenz; Arbatov; Primakov.

246 £ Huasini, Soviet-Egyptian Relations, 180-182; Vasiliev, 97.



should be utilized immediately with the outbreak of war to incapacitate the US carriers before
their escorts and aircraft had time to respond.® Soviet naval experts assessed the operational
survivability of the Fifth Squadron in the event of war as not exceeding 72 hours.?®
Consequently, the situstion during the war was inherently ‘explosive. Any escalation,
miscalculation, and wrong signal reading might have caused "an opening salvo.”

During wartime and specifically in the case of forces carmrying nuclear wespons,
incomprehensible and contradictory operational orders resulted from the tensions in the chain of
command between the Fifth Squadron Headquarters, Black Sea Fleet Command, Northern Floet
Command, and the Chief Naval Staff in Moscow.*® Within the framework of a regular rotation,
several Soviet nuclear submarines from the Northern Fleet left for the Mediterrancan in early
September. On the day they were passing through the Straits of Gibraltar the war started and the
group commander got an operational order from the Chief Naval Staff to send submarines to
Israel's shores, with a task of monitoring and then destroying the nuclear (!) submarines of the
Isracli Navy by using conventional torpedoes. He found the order to be "contradictory” and
"incomprehensible.” He had never heard about Israeli nuclear submerines, and in his view such
an operztion could have created international confrontation and world war. He obeyed the order
and aent two of his submarines to the Israeli shores but started to clarify the directive vis-d-vis the
Chief Naval Staff. His behavior had iitated Moscow admirals, but as he was repeatedly
reprimanded he kept on requesting clarification of the order for three days. The submarine captain
of the task force had his own reascn to debate the incomprehensible order.™ Eventually, it was
canceled and exchanged with the "normal® "initial® operational directive, to monitor US nuclear
submarines according to the standard operstional aims of the Fifth Squadron.”'

When the war started, part of the force was guarding and convoying a sea-lift, while the
remaining part was tailing US carmrier groups to outmaneuver them and to find the most optimal

# Goldstein and Zhukov, 42.
3% Cherkashin, 19,
2 Goldstein and Zhukov; Cherkashin; Monakov; Kapitonetz; Kasatonov.

70 In the late 1950s he had commanded submarines that participated in under-water muclesr tests.
Positioned only 1400 meters from the epicenter, he saw and felt the explosions and was astonished by their
tremendous impact. These tests left a long-lasting psychological effect on him and were burned in his
memory as onc of his most formative experiences. From that point he likely took orders related to nuclear
weapons with grest caution realizing the effect of what he was doing.

31 jvan Pargamon, "Kurs na isdernii vzryv," "God v sredizemnoa”, in Nikolai Cherkashin, Chernaia
eskadra (Moskva: Morskaia kollekeija, 2003), 11-12; 156-167; Editorial, "Tainy Veka: chernaia eskadra
prolozhila put' Gagarinu,' Kaspiets, 11.21.2002; Zaborsky, *Podvodaikov lishili*. Commanders of Soviet
nuclear submarines indeed realized that they possessed the fire capability 1o destroy any big city in the
world. Cherkashin, 20,



position for an opening salvo. On the eve of the war the Squadron consisted of fifty-two ships,
three cruisers, six guided-missile and conventional destroyers, five frigates, two mineswoepers,
two amphibious ships and eleven submarines. At the end of the war the ORBAT of the Squadron
consisted of eighty-eight ships, forty-seven of them combatants, including thirty-one surface
ships and over twenty submarines, five armed with SSMs. By 31 October the force was capable
of launching eighty-cight SSMs in an opening salvo.™?

After the IDF inadvertently sank one and damaged another Soviet merchant transport from the
sea-lift near Syrian shores, on 14 October the Chief Naval Staff authorized captains of individuat
ships to fire on any air or naval combatants if necessary.” The goal established by the Kremlin
to avoid conflict with the United States was a remote concern for the tactical-ship and submarine
commanders who were threatened by Isracli bombe and missiles and at the same time had 10
preserve an optimal deployment for the opening salvo. The Chief of Staff said in his diary on 19
October: "The situation has become s0 complicated that it seemed we were just on the verge of
becoming engaged in war.™* The Soviets’ conventional modus operandi had nuclear potential as
well. The Commander of the Fifth Squadron reported deep confusion regarding the SOPs of
waging conventional war. According to him 25 percent of missiles on the submarines and on the
cruisers were armed with nuclear warheads. He knew of the Soviet commitment not to use
muclear weapons first. However, he did not know what to do in the event that a squadron engaged
in a conventional bettle with US forces ran out of conventional munitions. On the one hand, he
could not use nuclear mumitions without an order from Moscow. On the other hand, he considered
that he would be under fire with no covering support and should do something ***

The most dangerous phase of the war began during the final hours of combat ashore. Aftes
Brezhnev's note was sent, a group of Soviet ships started moving toward Egypt from the center of
the Mediterranean. To prevent a preemptive action of the Sixth Fleet, the group was reinforced
with SSM ships. On 30 October the Chief of Staff of the Squadron wrote in his personal diary:
*Our forces have very powerfill cruise missilos, and they are dirocted only at five objects — three
sircraft and two helicopter carriers. All others are secondary. Everybody's waiting only for a

32 Zolotarev, 201; Goldstsin and Zhukov, 53.
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355 A ccording 10 his sssessments, in order 1 hit an aircraft carrier with & high level of probability he needed
10 Isunch simsultansously not less than thirty miesiles. Fewer would make the strike nseleas, given the sufi-

missile defenses of the camrier. Viadislav Shurigin end Aleksandr Brezbnev, “Intorview with Admiral
Viadimir Selivanov - Nash Ocean: Piataia Eskadra," Na strazhe Rodine, 31 Januery 2004,



signal. The pressure has risen to the breaking point."** Soviet captsins of the squadron in 1973
were ready to take the risk of committing nuclear or conventional suicide.”’

3% Goldstein and Zbukov.

*7 Tatiana Mefnikova, "Kapitan pervogo rangs Piankov: Mi gotovy bili radi Rodiny priniat na scbia
jadernii udar," Viatskii Xrai, 28 July 2001; Gokistein and Zhukov.
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CONCLUSION

EXPECTED VERSUS ACTUAL BEHAVIOR OF THE PLAYERS IN
Moscow's EYES

Overall, it scems that the Kremlin was not surprised by US strategic behavior in the nuclear field
during the discussed crises. Moscow only was purzled when the United States announced
DEFCON HI. The Kremlin interpreted it as & disproportional reaction to its intervention note.
Since Moscow qualified this move as a bluff, it did not cause any serious worries. The situation
was different in the Israeli case. It is likely that Israeli strategic behavior in 1973 was
diametrically opposed to the Kremlin's expectations. Moscow was surprised when during the war
Israel signaled twice a willingness to utilize its special potential notwithstanding the limited Arab
war goals, Soviet naval factor, and the overall deterrent nuclear posture of the USSR. Either by
default or by design this Israeli policy of & calculated madness worked. The Israeli ambiguity,
when the Kremlin could only speculate about the nature of the Israeli warheads, did not lead to an
escalation of Moscow's posture, which stayed relatively moderste during the crisis. This
moderation might have been a comsequence of Isrsel’s strategic behavior, in addition to
Moscow’s fundamental unwillingness to destroy the détente atrnosphere.

DOCTRINAL LESSONS

Soviet experts leamed from the strategic interaction in the summer of 1967 that nuclear weapons
can cease to be a means of deterrence or cocrcion and become a source of military tensions that
lead to conventional war.*® Drawing lessons from local conventional wars, ™™ Soviet military
theoreticians concluded that nuclear weapons can play & role as 2 strategic deterrent only if onc
posits sufficient conventional reserves to wage a war. In the absence of a sufficient conventional
option, a nuclear arsenal alone will not necessarily deter the enemy from conventional aggression
and might even be useless. This insight leads to a requirement for highly mobile strategic
conventional resesves and power projection capebilities to any theater of operations** Russian

™ [aremenko, "Iadernsis voina na BV;" Oleg Grinevsky, "Moskva znala o Irskskoi i lzraelskoi isdemot
programmah,” Nezavisimaia Gazeta - DipKur'er, 3 January 2001.

* w1 scal war” is a Soviet military term that is usually used (0 refer 10 the military operations and wars
that took place in the Third World during the Cold War. Sometimes it is also used as an squivalent to the
Western term low-intensity conflict (as opposed to & high-intonsity oonflict).

30 £ 1. Malashenko, "Voennoe issukstvo: o nelotoryh peoblemah sozadnia 1 priminenia strategicheskih
rezervov,” Voennaia Mysl', 31 Janusry 2007, 41-52.



military theoreticians also learned that tactical and operational nuclear weaponry can be secn as a
deterrent factor and a means to prevent the local conflict escalation to the global war.™!

SOVIET STRATEGIC BEHAVIOR AND THE SUBSEQUENT ISRAELI
BUILD-UP

According to Avner Cohen, the lessons from Soviet strategic conduct during the 1967-1973
influenced Israeli nuclear build-up after the Yom Kippur War. Cohen argues that Isracli nuclear
deterrence vis-d-vis the Arab world, which was under Soviet nuclear umbrella could not be
considered cffective, as long as it lacked a credible nuclear deterrence vis-d-vis the USSR. To
Cohen nuclear missiles which could reach the USSR would have produced this minimal nuclear
deterrence.”® This option was not feasible during the 1973 war. When works on Jericho II
started, Dayan, known for his consistent Soviet-phobia and also under the traumatic experience of
the 1973 war, argued for the enlargement of the missile range in order to be able to reach the
southern parts of the USSR.2 Soviet threat perception of the 1980s reflected this development.
According to Aleksei Arbatov, after entering the nuclear club Ismael aimed its missiles not only at
the Arab countries but also et Soviet Union.? In early 1980s when Jericho II became operational,
the USSR indeed claimed that it was in the range of the Isracli missiles. When in May 1987 [sracl
tested an improved version of the Jericho-II that flew as far as or more than 800 kilometers,
Soviets cautioned Istael three times. The harshest Soviet warning came in a Hebrew-language
commentary by Radio Moscow. The commentary declared that the development by Israel of its
Jericho II medium-range missile might cause Israel "to encounter consequences that it could not
possibly handle." The new Isracli missile, the commentary said, is "indeed a threat to economic
and strategic centers, such as the cilfields in Baku" - on the Caspian Sea - and Black Sea naval
bases. If the missile project is continued, the broadcast said, it "will force Soviet Union to
undertake defensive and political steps."?* Several scholars argue that from its outset, the Israel
nuclear deterrence was primarily targeted against the Soviet rather than the Arab threat, which
tnight jeopardize Isracl's survival.2*

81 v A, Vakhrushev, "Lokalnye voiny I voonzhemnye konflikty: viiianie na vocomoe iskusstvo,”
Voennata Mysl', T Janvary 1999.

M2 o vaier Coben, The Last Taboo (Hebrew), (Or Yehida: Zmora Beitan, 2005), 56.
263 ~onversation with Avner Cohen, February 2008.
3 Aleksei Arbatov, lademnoe sderzhivanes: realii [ himery,” NVO, 14 May 2004,

%3 wlsrael: How far Its Missiles Can Fly? Wisconsin Projoct on Nuclear Arma Control, The Risk Report,
vol. 1, no. 5 (June 1995); Thomas Friodman, "Soviet Cautions Isrsel Againgt 8 New Missile,* New York
Times, 28 July 1987.

3 Hersh, 139, 174-179; Ginor and Remez, 33,46.



IMPLICATIONS FOR US POLICIES IN A
PROLIFERATED WORLD

The interactions between the United States, Soviet Unioa, and [srael in 1973 are clearly different
from the interactions among multiple, nuclear-armed powers in the future. There is not yet a pair
of superpowers armed with both intercontinental, intermediate or theater, and tactical or
battlefield nuclear weapons analogous to the arsenals deployed by the United States and the
Soviet Union in the crisis involving Isracl. A nuclesr armed Iran that was involved in s
confrontation with Israel and the United States, or a crisis involving a hostile Pakistan, China, and
the United States in the near future would present a set of interactions that would in many ways
be different from those observed in 1973. Hence, this section of the monograph will sttempt first
to identify the most generalizable findings from the 1973 crisis that might be of relevance to
many future crises involving muclear weapons, and then explore some of the specific
characteristics of plausible future crises, an effort which may still benefit from insights drawn
from the 1973 episode.

GENERAL LESSONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS FOR A CRISIS
INVOLVING THE US, ISRAEL, AND IRAN

Three very general lessons emerge from the 1973 crisis:

» Allies or quasi-allies arc assumed by the adversary to have fully coordinated their actions
with one another against the adversary.

¢ In the absence of experience with the operational practices of nuclear forces deployed by
an adversary, observed behavior is interpreted in terms of its meaning within the
operstional doctrine of the observer.

* A country is likely to assume that local military activity is directed at it, while more
distant activity has less immediate impact.

Before and during the crisis, even though the Israclis had many years of experience observing
Soviet-Arab alliance behavior, which was often tense if not conflictual, Isracl saw Arab
overflights of Dimona, Soviet naval deployments, and Egyptian battleficld behavior, such as the
“pause” of October 12-14, as being part of a coordinated Arab-Soviet plan. This was not, in fact
the case. The sensitivity of Israel to what it believed to be coordinated Soviet-Arab actions was,
not surprisingly, highest at moments of grestest subjective Isracli vulnerability. Soviet naval
deployments that were from the beginning intended to neutralize American forces in the
Mediterrancan were assumed by Israel to be directed againat it.

It appears ressonable, therefore, to suggest that in a crisis involving & nuclear-armed Iran, Israel,
and the United States, that Iran will assume that actions independently taken cither by the United
States or Israel in the region to be part of a coordinated US-Israeli operation directed against Iran,
particularly when Iran feels itself to be vulnerable, perhaps, as in the case of Israel, at a time
when it has just acquired nuclear weapons capabilities, or is engaged in combat. Even if the



United States and Israel do not wish to coordinate their opevational plans, therefore, a real-time
capability to share information about ongoing military operations of both countries and to assess
their impact on Iranian behavior would sppear to have some utility, either to induce desired
behavior in Iran, or to avoid inducing unintended and unwanted Iranian behavior. This
information sharing could be achieved by means of a virtual joint United States-lsraeli
information sharing center, supported by an Iranian “red team™ that could monitor US and Israeli
behavior and assess the possible impact on Iranian behavior. This center could also be used to
better familiarize American and Ismacli operational commanders with each others’ practices to
avoid misinterpretation between the two friendly countries in a crisis. This center should be
crested as soon as possible, in order to have it functioning properly before a period of crisis

OCCUrs.

To assist in that effort, attention must be paid to the second lesson. The United States and Isracl
interpreted obscrved SCUD-related behavior in terms of the alert procedures familiar to them.
The movement of Soviet manned SCUDs from shelters and into the open, where they were more
vulnerable, was interpreted in texms of preparations for missile launch, when the movement was
part of routine training behavior. This was despite the fact that Soviet training practices were, in
principle, observable for extended periods of time before the crisis. Very little information is
available about the behavior of Iran with regard to the handling of special wespons. Given that
scarcity of information, there will be an even greater tendency in the United States and in Israel to
interpret observable Iranian activity involving nuclear weapons in terms of American or Israeli
operaticnal practices in ways that could make those countries more or less sensitive than they
ought to be to impending Iranian weapons use.

It appears reasonable, therefore, to begin now to assemble all that is known of Iranian behavior in
connection with special weapons (chemical weepons, ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, unusual
transfers of weapons to Hezbollah) to extract the general organizational tendencies that could
shape Iranian handling of nuclear weapons. This information and the analysts familiar with it
should be available on a real-time basis to the virtual joint American-Israeli information sharing
center. It should be part of the “red team” supporting the center.

LESSONS FOR A CRISIS INVOLVING THE US, CHINA, INDIA AND A
HOSTILE PAKISTAN

In some ways, a crisis involving these four nuclear-armed powers would be more like the 1973
crisis than a near-term crisis involving the United States, Isracl, and Iran. Pakistan is local for
China and India, and the latter two are within range of each other with regard to theater ranged
missiles, in ways that structurally parallel the geographic relation of Israel and the Soviet Union,
The United States is distant from both the Middle East and South Asia. China either has or is
developing a full range of nuclear weapons which will give it the ability to strike with tactical,
theater, and intercontinental weapons based on land and at sea, like the Soviet Union in 1973.
Pakistan has a small but developed nuclear strike force using both aircraft and batlistic missiles,
2s was the case with Isrsel in 1973. Indis and Pakistan are locked into a long-term hoatile
relationship involving repeated war, as was the case with Israel and the Arab states. Cleardy,
Israel pesceived itself to face an existential threat from the Arab states and possibly the Soviet



Union, while, objectively, it does not appear that India or Pakistan face such a threat, though they
may well belicve otherwise.

So the United States and China, each having large-scale, diversified nuclear arsenals may face
each other as they support rival power with small nsclear forces, in ways more reminiscent of the
1973 crisis.

But the interaction of four, as opposed to three, nuclear-armed powers creates additional possible
permutations leading to misperceptions. The tendency for China to assume coordinated US-
Indian actions might be muted by the lack of close military relations between India and the
United States in the current environment, and the lack of significant Amesican nuclear strike
forces in the region, though it is not obvious that China does not have these concerns. Pakistan
will assume US-Indian coordination, and India may fear US-Chincse coordination at its expense,
a3 well as Chinese-Pakistani coordination. In addition, the local military intelligence collection
capebilities of India with regard to China is probably lower than Iaraeli intelligence about the
Soviet Union, though perhaps better than that of the United States with regard to Pakistan.

The point is that there are likely to be major information asymmetries in & crisis involving a
Pakistan that is aggressively disposed towards the United States and India, on top of the problems
of assessing possible alliance behavior. Proposals for peacetime intelligence sharing—between
the United States and India, between the United States and China, or between India and China
appear politically implausible today. Regional information sharing among all three or four powers
seems even less likely. The implication is that the United States may wish unilaterally to prepare
for expedient information sharing with India in a crisis. This can be donc by increasing collection
on Pakistani nuclear forces and Chinese nuclear forces, including naval forces, of interest to
India, and identifying the components and individuals within the Indian national security
cstablishment that would be the appropriate consumers of such intelligence, so that they might
quickly be identified and contacted when political circumstances shift 3o as to make such sharing
necessary and possible.
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