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D
on't H

obble Intelligence G
athering 

A
 new

s story in T
he P

ost on Jan. 20 
noted that a panel sponsored by the 
C

ouncil on Foreign R
elations w

as call-
ing for relaxing rules governing covert 
action. A

n article by D
an S

chorr fol-
low

ed on Feb. 4, in O
utlook, under the 

headline: "G
et S

m
art: S

pies P
osing as 

R
eporters Is a S

tupid Idea." 
W

hy, then, w
ould a panel described 

by the original story as blue-ribbon 
suggest such changes? T

he answ
er is 

sim
p

le. T
h

ey
 m

ay
 b

e n
ecessary

 to
 

avoid lim
iting the effectiveness of an 

increasingly valuable foreign policy 
tool. 

T
he m

ost im
portant function of the 

clandestine services—
m

ostly found in 
the C

IA
—

is the collection of hum
an 

intelligence. Such intelligence can com
-

plem
ent other sources and on occasion 

be the sole source of inform
ation. T

his 
ten

d
s to

 b
e tru

e in
 clo

sed
 so

cieties, 
w

here decision-m
aking and inform

ation 
are lim

ited
 to

 a few
 an

d
 w

h
ere th

e 
targeted activity is not easily captured 
by reconnaissance or eavesdropping. 
H

um
an intelligence can also shed light 

do intentions and capabilities. S
uch 

know
ledge is likely to prove crucial in 

tracking the activities of terrorists and 
unconventional w

eapons program
s. 

A
 second task for the clandestine 

services is covert action, the carrying 
out of operations to influence events in 
another country in w

hich it is deem
ed 

im
portant to hide the hand of the U

.S
. 

governm
ent. T

he capability to under-
take such tasks—

be they to frustrate a 
terrorist action, intercept som

e tech-
nology or equipm

ent that w
ould help a  

rogue state or group build a nuclear 
d

ev
ice, o

r assist a g
ro

u
p

 try
in

g
 to

 
overthrow

 a hostile leadership—
con-

stitutes an im
portant national security 

instrum
ent. 

R
ules that w

ork to discourage or 
even prohibit preem

ptive attacks on 
terrorists or support for individuals 

T
aking E

xception 

h
o
p

in
g

 to
 b

rin
g

 ab
o

u
t a ch

an
g

e o
f 

regim
e in a hostile country should be 

repealed. E
xecutive orders first issued 

in 1976 by P
resident F

ord and reiter-
ated by his successors, together w

ith 
associated legislation, m

ake it a crim
e 

to engage in or conspire to engage in 
political assassination. T

he effect is to 
inhibit efforts to w

ork w
ith non-A

m
eri-

cans in trying to overthrow
 unfriendly 

and dangerous governm
ents—

often 
th

e b
est ch

an
ce to

 av
o
id

 far m
o
re 

costly policies, including the use of 
m

ilitary force. 
A

 second area for possible reform
 

involves the use of nonofficial "covers' 
fo

r h
id

in
g

 an
d

 p
ro

tectin
g

 th
o

se in
-

volved in clandestine activities. F
or 

years, the C
IA

 has follow
ed directives 

that prevent it from
 using journalists, 

m
em

b
ers o

f th
e clerg

y
 an

d
 P

eace 
C

orps volunteers so as not to jeopar-
dize their safety or com

plicate their 
ability to perform

 their functions. 
T

he question is w
hether precluding 

the use of such covers is a luxury the 
U

nited S
tates can still afford. In the  

p
o
st-C

o
ld

 W
ar w

o
rld

, th
e g

reatest 
threats are posed by terrorists, drug 
cartels, crim

in
al o

rg
an

izatio
n
s an

d
 

rogue states. L
earning about and deal-

ing w
ith these threats is often achieved 

best by clandestine m
eans. M

oreover, 
posting intelligence officers to em

bas-
sies is im

possible in the absence of 
diplom

atic relations, and of little use 
w

hen the target is som
eone other than 

a governm
ent official. 

S
o
m

e slack
 can

 b
e p

ick
ed

 u
p
 b

y
 

m
aking greater use of businessm

en 
and academ

ics, but they m
ay not be 

enough. T
he claim

 that individuals w
ill 

be tainted or even endangered if the 
ban on using them

 as spies is lifted is 
dubious. E

ven w
ith the ban, nothing 

the U
.S. governm

ent can do or say can 
convince others that no A

m
erican jour-

nalist or clergym
an or P

eace C
orps 

volunteer is a spy, especially as other 
countries place no such lim

its on them
-

selves. 
T

hird, w
e need to conduct oversight 

of clandestine activities w
ith a large 

degree of realism
. N

ew
 guidelines gov-

erning contacts w
ith foreign nationals 

have just been issued to operatives 
around the w

orld. T
here is an obvious 

desire to avoid the em
barrassm

ent, or 
w

orse, of placing som
eone on the pay-

roll w
ho has com

m
itted crim

es or hu-
m

an rights violations. 
O

ur interests, how
ever, som

etim
es 

require that w
e do just that C

landes-
tine operations, w

hether for collection 
of foreign intelligence, counterintelli-
gence or covert action, w

ill often re-
quire associating w

ith individuals of  

unsavory reputation. T
his is little dif-

feren
t fro

m
 th

e trad
itio

n
 in

 law
 en

-
forcem

ent of using crim
inals to catch 

crim
inals, and should be acceptable so 

long as the likely benefits outw
eigh the 

certain m
oral and potential political 

costs. 
N

one of the above is m
eant as a call 

to ignore the instances in w
hich the 

C
IA

 has acted w
ith questionable legal-

ity and judgm
ent. C

onstant vigilance is 
needed to ensure that it is doing quali-
ty w

ork consistent w
ith policy priori-

ties, that senior officials inside and 
outside the C

IA
 are kept fully inform

ed 
and that its actions are consistent w

ith 
existing regulations and taw

s. 
B

ut in return, those involved in clan-
destine activities should know

 that 
risk-taking w

ill be supported and that 
they w

ill be politically protected so 
long as w

hat they do is authorized and 
legal under U

.S
. law

 at the tim
e. S

uch 
support is crucial., contrary to w

ide-
spread im

pressions, one problem
 w

ith 
the clandestine services has been a 
lack of initiative brought about by re-
strictive regulations, a fear of retroac-
tive discipline and a lack of high-level 
support. T

his m
ust be rectified if w

e 
are to have the hum

an intelligence and 
policy tools w

e w
ill need. 

The w
riter is principal author of a 

study on the future of U
.S. 

intelligence published this w
eek by 

the C
ouncil on F

oreign R
elations. 

H
e w

orked in the N
ational Security 

C
ouncil in the B

ush 
adm

inistration. 


