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Preface



‘We need to be the teller of our story, not the keeper of secrets.’


Michael Hayden, former Director, CIA1


This book recounts my personal experiences at the highest levels in the Australian intelligence community with developing the Soviet threat assessment in the 1970s and 1980s. It is concerned with two important intelligence challenges at that time. First, as head of the National Assessment Staff during the 1970s, I was drafting the key national intelligence estimates about the Soviet strategic threat to Australia and providing advice to the National Intelligence Committee and the Defence Committee. The latter consisted of the Secretary of the Department of Defence, the Chief of the Defence Force Staff, the chiefs of the General Staff, Navy and Air Force, as well as the secretaries of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Foreign Affairs and the Treasury. This committee provided the highest-level advice on defence and security matters to the Cabinet. Second, there was my close involvement during the same decades with the highly classified operations of the US–Australian joint intelligence facilities at Pine Gap and Nurrungar, which were overwhelmingly aimed at the Soviet Union as an intelligence target. Only the most senior intelligence officers in both the United States and Australia held this clearance—and even then on a strict ‘need to know’ basis. A third part of this book deals with my work as an ASIO agent reporting on the activities of the Soviet Embassy and its spies and suspected intelligence operatives in Canberra from 1965 until the mid-1980s. In addition, I have included detailed analysis of my extensive academic research work on the USSR during this period and how this related to my insights as the leading Soviet analyst in the Department of Defence, as well as relevant advice to government in the closing years of the Cold War.


I also cover my research at the Australian National University since 2006, trying to make sense of post-Soviet Russia and its renewed expansionist ambitions and the challenge it poses once again to the international order. The timescale involved in this book therefore extends from the mid-1960s to the demise of the USSR in 1991 and the first two decades of the twenty-first century to the present—embracing fifty years or more. At the end of the book, I reflect on the difficulties and challenges of assessing the Soviet Union/Russia and the risks of being compromised by the opacity of the task of seeking to understand that country. As Winston Churchill most famously said in 1939, ‘I cannot forecast to you the action of Russia. It is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma; but perhaps there is a key. That key is Russian national interest.’ As I have often remarked in my lectures to university students, perhaps more so than any other country in the world, Russia is a prisoner of its history, geography and culture. That means that students of Russia must be steeped in these fundamental tools of analysis if they are to understand what Russia’s national interests are.


I will give readers some frank insights about the challenges and dangers involved in working on the highly controversial threat from the Soviet Union at the height of the Cold War. This was especially so, given the intense passions and suspicions surrounding any work on the Soviet Union at that time and—not least—given my own sensitive connections with the US intelligence community, as well as my covert support for ASIO’s operational interests against the Soviet Embassy. Throughout the Cold War, there was comparatively little deep expertise in Canberra on the USSR and about Soviet perceptions of Australia. There was no understanding either in the broader community in Australia of the real nature and risks of Canberra’s support for US intelligence collection against Moscow. Nor did successive Australian governments condescend to inform the electorate much on this subject. It was necessary for me to delve deeply into Soviet war-fighting aims and whether or not Australia was targeted with Soviet nuclear weapons. These were issues that I pursued in Washington at the highest intelligence levels in the late 1970s in face-to-face meetings with the directors of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the National Security Agency (NSA) and the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) as well as the Deputy Secretaries of State in the State Department and Defense in the Pentagon during what were called the Defence-to-Defense Talks, which preceded the advent of regular Australia–US ministerial discussions.


It is commonplace in today’s strategic thinking to believe that Australia did not play an important role with regard to intelligence or military operations against the Soviet Union. While security classifications still prohibit me from giving a detailed exposition of the precise role of the joint US–Australian intelligence and communications facilities at Pine Gap, Nurrungar and North West Cape, it is possible to say rather more these days, given the lapse of time and the fact that more information is being made available in the public domain, especially in the United States, about the history of ‘Program B’, which involved the CIA and the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO) and the operations of the Pine Gap satellites. Some other issues—including, for example, Australia’s covert submarine operations against the Soviet navy—still remain totally classified (I held this tightly held security clearance from 1978). Both the United States and the United Kingdom have published books about their submarine services’ activities in the Cold War, and it is about time Australia also did the same. That would greatly increase public understanding of what our submarines actually can do as potent intelligence collectors and why we are going to spend some $50 billion dollars on twelve new submarines to replace the Collins-class boats. In a meeting I had with US Vice-President Dick Cheney in the White House in October 2002, he stressed the importance the United States placed on the intelligence collected by Australian submarines in the Cold War, as well as later.


I consider it important to give a much fuller account of Australia’s role with regard to the Soviet intelligence target than has been revealed hitherto. What follows is intended to be a comprehensive contribution to the public record for historians of the Cold War and Australia’s role in it. This book takes the form of a Cold War memoir and includes many classified personal insights into how the Australian intelligence community perceived the Soviet Union, why we differed and who were the main players. Very little has been written about this subject by Australians, but now there is considerable primary source material available in the National Archives of Australia under the Freedom of Information (FOI) Act. I have included references in this book to formerly highly classified documents of ASIO, Office of National Assessments, Defence Committee and Cabinet, to which interested readers can refer for further research and analysis.


The Cold War was a tense and bitterly antagonistic period in world history. It remains a highly contested area of academic debate, and it continues to polarise opinion despite the appearance of a huge number of publications in the quarter century since the Cold War ended. Interpretations of the conflict remain diametrically opposed and, as Professor Jonathan Haslam, Professor of the History of International Relations at the University of Cambridge, notes,2 the history of the Cold War is more complicated than any assertion of its simple causes. Some claim that it was an extremely dangerous era with the ever-present risk of global nuclear war. Others consider that the agreements and understandings between the United States and the USSR precluded the direct use of military force between them. As usual in international affairs—particularly given the complexity and high risks of nuclear war in the US–Soviet relationship—there is truth in both these perspectives. The Cold War was an intricate intertwining of competing ideologies, domestic and international events, economic and military power, and—not least—towards the end personality-centred explanations for events surrounding Gorbachev and his role in the demise of the Soviet Union.


Henry Kissinger observes that the Cold War had begun just after World War II at a time when the United States was expecting an era of peace and ended in 1990, at a moment when the USA was gearing up for a new era of protracted conflict and confrontation with the USSR. The forty-five or so years in between these two events experienced extremely tense moments, not least in 1983 when the risk of nuclear war was real (as explained in chapter 3). But it also experienced more optimistic periods in the general easing of geopolitical tensions (known as ‘détente’ or ‘thawing’ in the relationship in the West and razryadka or ‘relaxation of tension’ in the USSR). In the 1970s there was a remarkably detailed exchange of highly classified technical information between the United States and the USSR about each other’s strategic nuclear weapons, which included intrusive counting rules and, towards the end, on-site inspections. There was even talk of a concept called ‘convergence’ as the Soviet Union introduced some economic free-market measures and the West—particularly Europe—moved towards a socialist welfare state. But because the Soviet and US political systems had each in its own way been highly successful in the eyes of their leaderships, they were not likely to change drastically. To demonstrate the irrelevance of any hope for convergence, each side often accused the other in the most extreme language of being an ‘Evil Empire’ (US President Reagan) and the Soviet boast that ‘History is on our side. We will bury you’ (Soviet Premier Khrushchev). In between these extremes, however, there were tacit bargains acknowledging Soviet dominance in Eastern Europe—where the United States did not intervene despite the brutal Soviet suppression of uprisings in Czechoslovakia and Hungary—and that of the USA in the Western Hemisphere with the Soviet Union practising restraint after the Cuban missile crisis in 1962. Beyond these acknowledged spheres of influence, geopolitics was an intense preoccupation throughout this period of confrontation between the Soviet Union and the United States with each side reacting to the other’s alleged victories or losses in such distant places as Vietnam, Angola and Afghanistan.


Readers of this book should have in mind another couple of important truisms about the Cold War, as John Lewis Gaddis, Professor of History at Yale University, observes.3 First, the Cold War avoided the determinist prediction that another major power war was inevitable, as had occurred in living memory in Europe in World Wars I and II. Gaddis argues that satellite reconnaissance and other intelligence breakthroughs contributed to the obsolescence of major wars by diminishing the possibility of a surprise attack in starting them, and by eliminating opportunities for concealment in waging them. Certainly, both sides understood that nuclear war would be a threat to their very existence as modern functioning societies. Second, communism failed in precisely the area it was destined by history to triumph: as a victorious political ideology that would inevitably spread to Europe (such as Eurocommunism in Italy) and the former colonial Third World. As Gaddis so accurately remarks, a new world war did not come and the anticipated world revolution did not arrive either. Thus, the Cold War had produced two distinctive historical anachronisms.


The structure of this book begins with my involvement with ASIO’s attempts to penetrate the Soviet Embassy and the problems that caused me with what the infamous CIA counter-intelligence expert in the Cold War, James Jesus Angleton, called the ‘wilderness of mirrors’—by which he meant that nobody could be trusted because they might be working for the other side. That leads logically to a chapter about the most dangerous US intelligence failure about the Soviet threat assessment in 1983, which arguably could have brought the world to the very brink of nuclear war. I then move on to my close involvement with the US intelligence collection bases in Australia at Pine Gap and Nurrungar in the Cold War and their critical role in understanding the Soviet Union’s compliance with the strategic nuclear arms control agreements between itself and the United States. I focus strongly on whether, as a result, Australia itself was a Soviet nuclear target and the reasons why successive governments did not take the most basic civil defence measures more seriously.


The book then moves on to a detailed consideration of Australia’s own official assessments of the Soviet threat by both the earlier National Intelligence Committee in the 1970s and later the Office of National Assessments, as well as the views of the Defence Committee and Cabinet from the 1950s to the 1980s. I also analyse public statements about the Soviet Union in the 1976 and 1987 Defence White Papers made respectively by the Fraser and Hawke governments. That leads me to the failures, both in Australia and in the United States, to predict the collapse of the Soviet Union and a detailed account of my own quite different views—especially in the book, which was published in 1986 by the International Institute for Strategic Studies in London, called The Soviet Union: The Incomplete Superpower. I conclude by considering why we do not understand post-Soviet Russia and what has changed and what has not changed in the threat to the international order from President Vladimir Putin’s authoritarian Russia. I revisit some of my writings over the last decade about today’s Russia and the fundamental paradoxes it continues to pose to world peace.


The Western world abruptly discontinued its focus on Russia once the former Soviet Union had collapsed. There was a widespread view that Russia was no longer a worthwhile country to study either by academics or intelligence officers because it had suddenly become irrelevant. On reflection, that was a serious misjudgement because we now find ourselves struggling to understand the basic challenges we face today from a renewed Russia that is hostile to the West and which is rearming itself. Like the phoenix rising from its ashes with renewed youth to live through another cycle of life, we ignore at our peril the new Russia rising from the destruction of its Soviet Union predecessor.





CHAPTER 1



ASIO’s operations against the Soviet Embassy


‘You’re in deep trouble, Dibb. ASIO wants to see you!’ Thus, my boss Stuart Harris—senior economist at the Bureau of Agricultural Economics—addressed me the day of my first visit to the Soviet Embassy in Canberra. It was August 1965 and, at the request of the Minister for Trade, ‘Black Jack’ McEwen, the Bureau was working on a major research paper about the economics of the Soviet wheat industry and the prospects of Canberra securing important wheat sales with Moscow to replace the export market soon to be lost in the United Kingdom because of its announced intention of joining the European Economic Community. I had obtained Stuart Harris’s agreement to visit the embassy because there were no copies of the Soviet Statistical Yearbook (Narodnoe Khozyaistvo SSSR) available anywhere in Australia. I had contacted the embassy and been put through to the Third Secretary, Nikolai Poseliagin, who promised to give me his copy, which gave comprehensive data of the acreages sown to both winter and spring wheats in the black earth soils of the Ukraine and virgin lands of Kazakhstan respectively of the USSR. Little did I know that because of this meeting I would work as an agent for ASIO for the next twenty years, providing comprehensive information about senior Soviet Embassy personnel (including successive ambassadors), their views on matters of strategic interest to Australia, and their political, academic and journalist contacts in Canberra—as well as the strengths and weaknesses of their personalities with a possible view to securing a defection.


The ASIO person who wanted to see me the day after my visit to the Soviet Embassy was called Dave Haswell. He arranged to see me at my house in the Canberra suburb of Curtin and, after a short discussion about my research on the Soviet Union, he indicated that he would like me to meet a more senior ASIO agent the following week at the Dickson pub in Canberra. This turned out to be the person who would handle me for more than a decade and with whom I would remain friends until he died in January 1999. His name was Donald Ralph Marshall, otherwise known by his initials as DRM. He was nine days younger than me—which he never let me forget—and was born to White Russian parents in China. His father Bill (or Vladimir) Marshall (Mishchenko) worked in a key role in ASIO on the Petrov defection in 1954 and had arranged for his son to join ‘the firm’.


At the age of 25, Don was already specialising in Soviet counter-espionage where he would remain (except for a stint in the office of Attorney-General Lionel Murphy) until the Soviet Union disappeared in 1991 and he was offered a job by me in charge of Defence security. Don Marshall and I developed a close relationship in the late 1960s and the 1970s: we drank together at the Manuka Football Club with people like Max Moore-Wilton (who thirty years later became Secretary of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet), and at the Deakin Inn on a Friday night. I got to know his first wife, Margaret, when they lived in the nearby Canberra suburb of Hughes. He also introduced me to some of his other informants, including the Canberra Times journalist Frank Cranston, Brian Mills, who ran the Avis Rent-A-Car business in Lonsdale Street, Braddon (and who allowed ASIO to wire Avis cars for conversations) and Inspector Ron Dillon, who was in charge of the ACT Police Special Branch.


The crucial event in my relationship with ASIO occurred a couple of months after first meeting Don Marshall when he announced he was going to take me to a ‘safe house’ in Manuka to meet Ron Richards, who was Deputy Director-General (Operations) of ASIO and had played the famous role of masterminding the defection of Vladimir Petrov. Naturally, this discussion with Richards is deeply entrenched in my memory because of its critical nature and how it affected my future life. Richards made it plain to me that the Organisation believed that I might eventually have a successful career in Canberra, which could give me good access to Soviet Embassy contacts in the years ahead. He wanted to know whether I would work for ASIO and provide them with confidential briefings and insights into Soviet Embassy personalities and their thinking and help ASIO judge whether any of them might be candidates for defection. My response was that I saw such work as being in the national interest but that I wanted to have reassurances that my future career would be protected, recognising the sensitive—and perhaps even potentially dangerous—task he was asking me to carry out. I clearly recall his reassurances that the Organisation would be sensitive to any potential dangers, particularly if I made visits to the Soviet Union. Of course, none of us could have predicted the senior intelligence positions that I would hold or the degree of access I would have with the Soviet Embassy, particularly when I was Head of the National Assessment Staff, which provided intelligence assessments for the National Intelligence Committee in the 1970s.


As it so happened, two years later I landed a job with the Australian National University working with Australia’s pre-eminent Soviet specialist Professor Harry Rigby. This involved working on a US Ford Foundation grant to write a book about the economic development of Siberia and the prospects for trade with the Pacific region, especially Japan.1 As I was an economist, this book followed on naturally from the work I published for the Bureau of Agricultural Economics entitled The Economics of the Soviet Wheat Industry.2 The Siberian book enabled me to make an extensive visit to the Soviet Union in October 1968, shortly after the invasion of Czechoslovakia. My trip included visits to Moscow, Novosibirsk and the nearby scientific city of Akademgorodok, Irkutsk on Lake Baikal, the world’s largest hydro-electric station at Bratsk, and the Siberian Branch of the Soviet Academy of Sciences in Khabarovsk. In those days, very few Australians had made a trans-Siberian journey of that nature. There is little doubt that my access to such areas of research as the challenges of economic planning in resource-rich but remote Siberia were facilitated by appropriate letters from Third Secretary Poseliagin to the Foreign Ministry in Moscow.


Of course, planning this journey and reporting on its subsequent discussions demanded quite frequent meetings with Poseliagin, some of which were held in restaurants and recorded by ASIO, as well as face-to-face meetings with Don Marshall to debrief him about what had happened on this ground-breaking journey. Before I went to the USSR he had very patiently explained to me in some detail what not to do and which situations to avoid. He warned me that most likely my Intourist guides in Moscow and across Siberia would invariably be young, attractive women. Naturally, he warned me off any passionate liaisons. In fact, nothing even remotely salacious occurred in the nineteen days I was in the Soviet Union. He also warned me about carrying any packages for British intelligence or ‘Foreign Office’ contacts in London. My abiding impression of the Soviet Union in 1968 was of the poor state of its economic development, the appalling backwardness of service industries (especially restaurants), the remoteness and poverty in much of Siberia, and the harshness of security measures everywhere (particularly military deployments along the border with China at this time just a matter of weeks after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia).


The relationship with Poseliagin became relatively frequent, but he never overstepped the mark. In my view, he seemed to be a straight Foreign Ministry diplomat, and that remained the case when he returned to Canberra in the early 1970s as First Secretary. There were those in ASIO who believed otherwise, and he was subject to intense surveillance by an ASIO Special Team. Poseliagin was eventually considered by ASIO as not an obvious intelligence officer, but in fact they knew little about him despite his being on a second posting to Australia. By December 1974, the Special Team had no evidence that Poseliagin was an intelligence officer or engaged in intelligence duties. Some in ASIO, however, still apparently considered that he was the likely KGB Resident in Australia, and his frequent presence near Telopea Park in Canberra raised the possibility that he was using a ‘dead letter box’ in the vicinity. In fact, I had informed Don Marshall that Poseliagin had told me he was a frequent visitor to the Manuka swimming pool adjoining Telopea Park, where he swam most mornings after he had suffered a heart attack. By November 1974 I had become head of the National Assessment Staff, and Poseliagin observed that I now had ‘a sensitive position’. In fact, he was if anything now more cautious about his dealings with me and, according to the official history of ASIO, ASIO eventually assessed that he was a genuine Foreign Affairs officer who performed his official duties well and that he was not an intelligence officer.3 In one of my records of conversation with Poseliagin, dated August 1975, he laughingly remarked just before leaving Australia for the last time that I should change my ‘portfolio and go to Foreign Affairs, and as Australian ambassador come to Moscow’. He died of a massive heart attack on a posting as Minister and Deputy Chief of Mission to the Soviet Embassy in London in 1984. I often wonder how he would have reacted to the collapse of the USSR a few years later in 1991. He certainly had very clear views about the poor prospects for unification of Germany, when he told me in 1975 that ‘as far as the USSR was concerned reunification would not occur in our lifetimes’.


Dramatic changes occurred to the seniority and experience of diplomatic and intelligence staff appointed to the Soviet Embassy in Canberra from the mid-1970s until the early 1980s. A tough, hard ambassador was appointed called Alexander V. Basov, who was a member of the 250-strong Communist Party Central Committee and had used military force against food price protesters in Ukraine in the early 1960s. He was previously Soviet ambassador in Romania and Allende’s Chile. His appointment caused considerable adverse comment in the Australian press. His two most senior diplomatic officers were Yuri Pavlov as Deputy Chief of Mission and Igor Saprykin as the number 3 with the rank of Counsellor, as well as Lev Koshlyakov as press attaché with the rank of Second Secretary and later First Secretary. The latter was considered by ASIO to be the KGB Resident. Pavlov and Saprykin were to take up a great deal of my records of conversation as Head of the National Assessment Staff and later Deputy Director of the Joint Intelligence Organisation.


I have some fifty records of conversation involving Basov, Pavlov, Saprykin, Koshlyakov and other members of the Soviet Embassy. The following extract from one of my discussions with Ambassador Basov in July 1976 gives some insight into the importance of the topics being discussed. At the instruction of my boss, the chairman of the National Intelligence Committee, Gordon Jockel, this particular record was given no further distribution other than to the Secretary of the Department of Defence, Sir Arthur Tange:


SECRET—DELICATE SOURCE


Record of conversation of Mr A.V. Basov, Soviet Ambassador with Mr P. Dibb, Head National Assessments Staff, 23 July 1976


1      I met Mr Basov at a function to celebrate Egypt’s National Day. He came directly over to me breaking off his discussion with the West German Ambassador.


2      Mr Basov said that he had two questions to ask me: the first was in what specific ways was the Soviet Union a direct military threat to Australia; the second was about Australia’s relations with China and Soviet concerns that the US would be interested in Prime Minister Fraser’s ‘four power’ proposal with regard to an anti-Soviet bloc comprising the US, Australia, Japan and China.


3      I said to the Ambassador that I thought the real worry about the USSR was the amount of money it was spending on defence and the large amounts of very sophisticated military equipment it was producing. As to the threat to Australia, I thought that the Government’s views on this subject had been clarified in various statements made recently. Basov interrupted and said that he had also read the report by Frank Cranston in the Canberra Times reporting Mr Jockel’s testimony to the Senate Committee on the Indian Ocean. I said that I supported Jockel’s opinion and my view was that, whilst I did not see a direct Soviet military threat to Australia, the build-up of the Soviet Indian Ocean naval squadron and Soviet facilities at Berbera in Somalia were of strategic concern to us. Moreover, I thought that it was time for the USSR to declare what its intentions were in relation to its build-up of military power generally.


4      The Ambassador did not comment upon my points about Soviet defence spending and its military power. He said that the USSR had been remarkably restrained in its reactions to statements by various Australian Government leaders; he stressed that this had been ‘very, very difficult’ for the Embassy. He hoped this was the right policy. He made the point forcefully that the leaders of countries must be very careful in choosing the exact words that they use about other countries. He went on to suggest that for countries the size of Australia these situations could create all kinds of difficulties.


5      In response to his questions on China, I told the Ambassador that I did not work in a policy area and that therefore I did not know exactly what Mr Fraser had said in China. The Ambassador replied that he had the greatest difficulty understanding the situation, but he knew that the Chinese were trying to create mischief. He said that China may not appear to be a threat to Australia at present but in 10 or 15 years’ time we would know differently: China had great military potential.


6      Mr Basov speculated on what Mr Fraser was going to discuss in Washington. He said that ‘it had been noted in diplomatic circles’ in Canberra that the Prime Minister of Australia was taking the unusual step of having discussions in Washington with the Pentagon and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He said he could not see what the PM hoped to get politically out of his discussions at this particular time in Washington. Basov linked together his concerns about Australia’s so-called ‘four power’ proposal between the US, Australia, Japan and China with the visit of the PM to the Pentagon and the political situation in Washington in such a way that he left me with the strong impression that he was worried about the possibility that Australia would be advising the US to supply advanced military equipment to China that would not be in the USSR’s interests.


It was shortly after I dictated this record of conversation that I received a call asking me to see Sir Arthur Tange urgently. In his opening remarks to me, he said, ‘I understand you are our Soviet expert and I want you to visit Moscow. ASIO advises that you are to stay in the Residence with our Ambassador, Sir James Plimsoll, and not venture outside without an Embassy escort. I want you to quiz the Soviets about their naval presence in the Indian Ocean.’ The Fraser government had made a particular issue of the Soviet naval base in Somalia in East Africa because of its proximity to Western oil trade leaving the Persian Gulf. We had a brief discussion about what questions I might ask and how long I would stay in Moscow, but as I was about to leave his room he called me back, saying: ‘Now my boy, I want an Australian view on this Soviet Union place, not regurgitated American or British views.’ I made arrangements through Counsellor Igor Saprykin for me to visit Moscow in October 1976. As a result of my visit, John Burgess, Counsellor at our embassy in Moscow, sent a top-secret cable to an extremely limited list of recipients in Canberra. That cable is reproduced below:


TOP SECRET AUSTEO


Talks at the Institute of the USA and Canada, Moscow 22 October 1976 with Paul Dibb, Head of the National Assessments Staff


On 22 October Dibb and Counsellor Burgess had a long session with the Executive Secretary of the Institute of USA and Canada, Dr Ivanian, and with two section heads of the Institute, Semeiko and Streltsov. Its members are senior, capable and influential people. The three Soviet officials with whom we spoke were well prepared on Australia’s Indian Ocean policies and on detailed military issues.


Semeiko said that the USSR’s strategic relations with the USA were at a critical stage. He ‘hoped’ that a SALT II agreement could be signed after next January when the American presidential elections had been settled. There was no hope for an agreement this year. In the meantime, the US was pressing ahead with the development of long-range cruise missiles, which will be ready for deployment about the middle of 1977. The US could then threaten to manufacture large numbers of these missiles at a very low cost per unit. Instead of having an agreement on 2400 strategic nuclear launchers each, as envisaged under the Vladivostok Accords, the US could relatively quickly deploy ‘20 000 or 30 000’ cruise missiles and destroy any hope of global strategic stability. Cruise missiles were also a serious threat for world nuclear proliferation if smaller countries could get hold of them and equip them with modest but precise nuclear warheads.


Semeiko’s stated opinion was that strategic cruise missiles have to be specifically prohibited in SALT II. Tactical cruise missiles with a range of less than 500 kilometres, such as the USSR and USA have or are developing (e.g. the US Harpoon system) for their navies, are not a problem. However, intercontinental cruise missile developments must be stopped. Semeiko claimed that the strategic and tactical modes of cruise missile deployments can be detected by national means of verification. He drew diagrams of the two systems showing marked temperature differences between the hotter (650° C) power plant of the tactical weapon and the cooler (450° C) strategic weapon, which has a ‘fan tube’ cooling arrangement.


There was a very frank discussion on the Indian Ocean. The Soviets told Dibb that they had a missile handling facility, communications (intercept) station, airfield, barracks, limited repair capabilities and fuel tanks at Berbera. They said this was not a base, unlike Diego Garcia, which would have a major repair and troop handling capability. The USSR did not deploy troops overseas and, moreover, it was unlikely to get overflight permission from countries such as Iran if it ever wanted to send troops to Berbera. Although the missile handling facility at Berbera may be large enough to handle longer range naval missiles such as Shaddock, the Soviets said that we would know ‘from Australia’s access to US overhead systems’ that they have not deployed anything of that size there: ‘only small ones’. They seemed to be indicating that they have exercised deliberate restraint with the development of the missile facility at Berbera.


It is of course important that the Institute’s discussions with Dibb on Berbera be fully protected from publicity in Australia. The USSR has not been prepared to discuss these facilities with us before. Certainly, the discussions marked a much more flexible approach on the subject than official Soviet pronouncements.


Semeiko and Streltsov explained that the USSR’s strategic interests in the Indian Ocean were (A): The protection of the sea lines of communication between the Soviet Far East and European Russian ports. Russia had been seeking to protect its interest in this regard ‘ever since Catherine the Second’. The US construction of a base at Diego Garcia threatened the USSR’s lines of communication with Vladivostok. There were a number of complex factors in determining whether the USSR or the USA had the greatest presence: but ‘even if we say the USSR has more ships there’ the USA deploys aircraft carriers to the Indian Ocean and ‘you will be aware that the USSR has not yet done so’. (B): The USSR sees a potential threat from US missile-firing submarines in the Indian Ocean. The Soviets claimed that two or three years ago they had detected American SSBN deployments in the Indian Ocean. The US had told them they were only there on familiarisation exercises, but the USSR could not ignore the new contingency of a nuclear missile attack from the Indian Ocean. If such an attack were directed from Northwest Cape in Western Australia, ‘it could involve Australia in Soviet response considerations’.


Streltsov and Ivanian said the South Pacific was not an area of particular strategic interest to the USSR. But if the USA constructed a military base there the USSR might have to consider matching it, even with a facility such as Berbera.


The Australian Embassy in Moscow considered these talks to have been a major breakthrough in discussions with the Soviets, and when I returned to Canberra I discovered that our cable had been given very senior distribution in policy and intelligence circles. After I left Moscow, I proceeded to London to participate in talks between Australia’s National Intelligence Committee and the UK’s Joint Intelligence Committee and their Cabinet Assessments Staff. The chairman of the NIC, Gordon Jockel, instructed me that when he gave me the nod I should brief the British about my visit to Moscow. As he remarked, the Brits are very condescending when they come to Australia and tell us that on the way to Canberra they have just happened to have talks in Beijing (or somewhere else important) and ‘the Chinese view is as follows, old chap’. He smiled and indicated to me that now was the time to put the boot on the other foot—which I did in a way that generated intense interest from members of the Cabinet Assessments Staff. Jockel also instructed me to give the CIA a detailed briefing when I visited Washington on my way home.


I later learnt from the Soviet Embassy Counsellor, Igor Saprykin, that Ambassador Basov himself had sent a cable to Moscow approving of the visit. It was from about this time that my contacts with the Soviet Embassy, especially Saprykin, intensified. Saprykin was very active in Canberra and enjoyed an immense range of political and official contacts. He was gregarious, an extrovert and a heavy drinker; his relations with his wife were quite strained. His colloquial Australian was outstanding. He had come to Australia from the Second European Department in the Soviet Foreign Ministry, which included the UK as well as Australia, New Zealand and Canada. Don Marshall was increasingly intrigued by him and the difficulties ASIO encountered keeping up with Saprykin’s heavy social activities in Canberra. Saprykin told me he had entered Moscow’s Institute of International Relations when he was 17, where he studied English and French languages and the politics and economics of Britain. He was in the UK from 1961 to 1965 and considered that people in Australia were somewhat rude compared with the UK. Before coming to Australia, he had a posting in the Central African Republic where, he noted, with some approval, people still called Europeans ‘patron’. On two occasions he had been involved with the Mutual and Balanced Force Reduction (MBFR) arms control talks in Vienna and was in attendance at the Vladivostok Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) in 1974.
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