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1983 Downing of KAL Flight Showed Soviets Lacked Skill of the Fictional 007 : BOOK MARK: "KGB: The Inside Story" analyzes the successes and failures, from Lenin to Gorbachev, of the Soviet Union's intelligence and espionage agency. 
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The most serious moment of East-West tension since President Ronald Reagan's election followed the shooting down in the Sea of Japan during the early hours of Sept. 1, 1983, of a Korean airliner, KAL 007, en route from Anchorage, Alaska, to Seoul, which had blundered badly off course over Soviet air space. A Japanese station at Misawa, 360 miles north of Tokyo, listened as the pilot of a Soviet interceptor aircraft fired two missiles, then announced at 3:26 a.m. Tokyo time: "The target is destroyed."

At first, Misawa wondered if it had been eavesdropping on a Soviet exercise where the missile firing had been simulated. Several hours later, however, it realized it had heard the last moments in the flight of KAL 007. All 269 of the passengers and crew were killed. [Wikipedia.]
The KAL 007 tragedy derived from the incompetence of both the Red Air Force and Korean Air Lines, combined, in the Soviet case, with disregard for human life. Five years earlier, when another Boeing 747 of Korean Air Lines, KAL 902, badly off course on a flight from Paris to Seoul, had crossed the Soviet frontier near Murmansk, Soviet air defense had lost track of it over the heavily fortified Kola Peninsula. It was finally intercepted and forced to land on a frozen lake three hundred miles south of Murmansk, after being hit, but not destroyed, by a heat-seeking missile, which killed two of its passengers and wounded thirteen others.  [
Soviet air defenses have been described, with some justice, as "the agricultural sector of the Soviet armed forces." On the night of Aug. 31-Sept. 1, 1983, eight of the 11 tracking stations on the Kamchatka Peninsula and Sakhalin Island, overflown by KAL 007, were not functioning properly. The regional command lacked experience in dealing with serious violations of Soviet airspace, and responded with a mixture of confusion and brutality.

Khabarovsk air force command made several attempts to seek instructions from Moscow. After a confused exchange of messages (monitored by the Americans and Japanese) Khabarovsk reminded the command center on Sakhalin Island of the rules requiring visual identification of the intruder before shooting it down. Sakhalin ignored these rules.
KAL 007 was destroyed by missiles fired by a Soviet fighter pilot who failed to identify what he was shooting at. At various stages in the crisis some in the confused chain of command that dealt with the intruder believed they were dealing not with a civilian 747 but with a U.S. intelligence-gathering aircraft.

The official Soviet reaction to the shoot-down was initially to deny it had happened. Confusion in Moscow over the handling of the tragedy was so great that, for three days, neither the Soviet embassy nor the KGB residency in London received any guidance on what explanation to offer. Then, on Sept. 4, three "flash" telegrams from KGB headquarters arrived at the residency; the embassy simultaneously received similar communications from the foreign ministry.

The first telegram claimed that KAL 007 was being used by the Reagan Administration to whip up anti-Soviet hysteria. This campaign had become so virulent that the residency was instructed to coordinate measures with the ambassador, the Soviet military intelligence agency and the party representative to protect Soviet nationals, buildings, ships and aircraft against attack. The second and third telegrams were intended to pin the blame on the Americans and Koreans.

KGB headquarters insisted there was close military and intelligence cooperation between the United States and Korean Air Lines. It had to be assumed that KAL 007 had been performing an intelligence role. None of the telegrams dispatched by headquarters on Sept. 4 acknowledged directly that a Soviet interceptor had shot down KAL 007--though they implied as much. More significant was that they did not explain whether the Soviet air force had known it was attacking a civilian airliner.

Two or three days later, headquarters sent out two further telegrams claiming the Americans and Japanese were in full radio contact with KAL 007 during its intrusion into Soviet air space and knew its exact position throughout. At one point, it was falsely claimed, the pilot had radioed: "We're going over Kamchatka."

At a two-hour press conference in Moscow on Sept. 9, the chief of staff of the Soviet armed forces announced that a Soviet state commission had "irrefutably proved that the intrusion of the plane of the South Korean Air Lines into Soviet airspace was a deliberate, thoroughly planned intelligence operation. It was directed from certain centers in the territory of the United States and Japan."

All the Soviet diplomats and KGB officers Gordievsky discussed the case with were dismayed by the damage done to the Soviet Union's international reputation. Few had any confidence in the official Soviet explanation. Many regarded it as laughable.

In the immediate aftermath of the shootdown, the Reagan administration experienced what Henry E. Catto, Jr., assistant secretary of Defense, later called "the joy of total self-righteousness." The "evil empire" had shown itself to be just that.

President Reagan took the unprecedented step of playing excerpts from the Soviet pilot's exchanges with his ground control in a dramatic television broadcast designed to demonstrate that "there is no way a pilot could mistake this for anything other than a civilian airliner." [Even Reagan's assertion is not fully truthful: "Years later, Soviet pilot Genadi Osipovich recalled seeing the 747's running lights and the row of lit windows along the passenger compartment. "I knew it was a civilian plane," Genadi admitted in an interview with Izvestia,  "but it is easy to turn a civilian type of plane into one for military use."    "    -FNC ]
One of the main priorities of KGB residencies during the final months of 1983 was to promote the conspiracy theory of a CIA intelligence-gathering mission by KAL 007 devised in Moscow. In its annual review for 1983, the PR line in the London residency claimed considerable success: "We succeeded in inspiring a number of speeches and publications on this question which were favorable to us. Thanks to the Residency's efforts a special program was shown on television exposing the lying intention of the American Administration."

As frequently happened, however, the KGB overstated the success, at least in the West, of its own actions. Within the West, doubts about the Reagan Administration's original version of events did as much to encourage the CIA conspiracy theory as Soviet propaganda.

The most dangerous consequence of the KAL 007 tragedy was its repercussions in Moscow. It strengthened the belief at both KGB headquarters and the Kremlin in an anti-Soviet plot by the Reagan Administration. Though well aware of the grotesque errors by Soviet air defenses, much of the Soviet leadership convinced itself that KAL 007 had been on a U.S. intelligence mission.

The Soviet-U.S. dispute over the shoot-down quickly torpedoed the meeting of foreign ministers to discuss European security, opening at Madrid on Sept. 8. "The world situation," said Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei A. Gromyko, "is now slipping toward a very dangerous precipice . . . Problem No. 1 for the world is to avoid nuclear war," Gromyko said later of his talk with George P. Shultz at the meeting: "It was probably the sharpest exchange I ever had with an American secretary of state, and I have had talks with 14 of them."

Shortly before the shoot-down, Soviet leader Yuri V. Andropov, seriously ill, disappeared from public view, never to re-emerge. From his sickbed, he issued a denunciation of U.S. policy couched in apocalyptic language unprecedented since the depths of the Cold War.

The United States, he said, was a "country where outrageous militarist psychosis is being imposed." Reagan was guilty of "extreme adventurism . . . . If anyone had any illusions about the possibility of an evolution for the better in the policy of the present American Administration, recent events have dispelled them once and for all." Andropov not merely wrote off any possibility of doing business with Reagan; he suggested ominously a major international crisis might be approaching.
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