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OVERVIEW
The “red line” is a warning to intelligence officers that, in order to maintain credi-
bility with the policy community, they need to limit their role to informing policy
discussions rather than expressing a policy preference. If they were to advocate a
certain policy, the logic went, intelligence officers could be accused of distorting
intelligence to bolster their policy preference.

All participants agreed that if a “red line” dividing intelligence from policymak-
ers ever existed, it has become blurred in the post-Cold War era because a variety
of factors—perpetual war, technology, terrorism—have had a profound impact on
the relationship between policymakers and an intelligence community charged with
supporting them. The result is probably reasonable when dealing with the terrorism
issue, but most intelligence officers were concerned about the implications for more
traditional foreign policy issues.

After the events of September 11th, the global war on terrorism and operations
in Afghanistan and Iraq became the dominant foreign policy and intelligence prior-
ities. A number of intelligence officers highlighted the fundamental changes being
made to our intelligence community to provide counter-terrorism and war-fighter
support. These include the redirection of people and collection systems, as well as
rapidly expanding programs, budgets, and capabilities. Yet, although the IC is
charged with worldwide coverage, in practice, people and resources are being con-
centrated on a finite number of issues. While counter-ter-
rorism capabilities improve, participants argued, the
Intelligence Community’s (IC) capability to warn of the
next global financial crisis or regional political-military
disaster may well be eroding. 

It was noted that the President and his senior advisors rely heavily on daily intel-
ligence to conduct the war on terror, including in Iraq. However, it was also argued
that because most senior policymakers and their staffs now have access to raw
reporting and finished intelligence on their desktops, they are less reliant on tradi-
tional analytic centers at CIA, DIA, and State to tell them what the massive body of
intelligence reporting means. 

The sheer volume of information, the
sheer growth of consumers, the pressure
to provide analysis quickly, has driven
research out of the market.



Intelligence managers stressed that counter-terrorism is intelligence-intensive,
time sensitive, and relies heavily on CIA’s covert action infrastructure. These former
intelligence officers and most of their policy counterparts agreed that today the
Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) has to be more than an advisor in policy dis-
cussions that weigh the use of his paramilitary forces. As one of several “force com-
manders” in the U.S. Government, and at times the commander of the only forces
engaged in certain theatres, the DCI ought not be constrained by any red line.
Another group—primarily former analysts—argued that this blurring of the red line
by intelligence and policymakers makes sense in the counter-terrorism realm but
could lead to failures in other areas. 

COLD WAR DIVIDE BETWEEN 
INTELLIGENCE AND POLICY
For decades intelligence officers tended to limit their role to informing the policy
process by assessing the foreign environment and probable foreign responses to
U.S. policy initiatives while avoiding advocating policy. In time—and at the urging

of leading intelligence professionals such as Sherman
Kent—analysts began to speak of a one-way “red line”
dividing intelligence and policy, which prohibited intelli-
gence officers from advocating particular policy options.
This red line was meant to ensure that intelligence offi-

cers maintained credibility because they could not be accused of slanting
analysis to support a favored policy. 

A former senior intelligence officer recalled that during this period the
CIA could take this high-minded stance because it enjoyed a near-monop-
oly on critical information. He pointed out that the strategic environment
was dominated by the overriding importance of estimating Soviet military
capabilities and intentions and U.S. intelligence tailored its collection and
analytic capabilities to address this issue. When policy discussions were
held, the DCI provided unique value added based on a broad and deep
understanding of Soviet defense industry and military forces. Only the
major intelligence analysis organizations—CIA, DIA, and to a lesser extent
INR—had the ability to collect, process, research, store, and analyze the
massive body of classified data needed to speak with credibility on these
issues. Another participant pointed out that disgruntled policymakers con-
cerned that intelligence analysts were making biased estimates had to
make a major effort, such as the mid 1970s Team A/Team B exercise on
the Soviet strategic force posture, to effectively compete with the DCI’s
command of Cold War intelligence. 

It was accepted that it was in the DCI’s interest to present his assess-
ment of the Soviet threat objectively and leave advocacy of alternative
policy and force planning responses—especially those that impacted on
the size and distribution of the U.S. defense budget—to the policy com-
munity. The robust collection and analysis capabilities justified by the
Soviet threat were more than adequate to provide intelligence support on
non-Soviet issues. The credibility and respect that the DCI earned in the
Soviet strategic area carried over into policy discussions on non-Soviet
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Georgetown University’s Institute for the
Study of Diplomacy and the CIA’s Center
for the Study of Intelligence co-spon-
sored a day-long roundtable in Novem-
ber 2003 examining the current state of
the “red line” between intelligence and
policy. Former Undersecretary of State
Ambassador Thomas Pickering and for-
mer Deputy Director of Central
Intelligence Richard Kerr co-chaired the
discussion of some 20 current and for-
mer policymakers and intelligence offi-
cers. Our participants from the policy
side had served in senior positions at the
National Security Council, the State
Department, and the Defense Depart-
ment. Both current and former senior
intelligence officers participated, includ-
ing former Deputy Directors for
Intelligence at CIA and Directors of
Intelligence and Research at State. All
views presented at the meeting—and in
this document—represent personal posi-
tions rather than those of the U.S. gov-
ernment.

Jim Steiner is a 35 year intelligence
veteran and is currently the CIA’s Officer
in Residence at Georgetown University.
He holds a Ph.D. in Economics from
Georgetown. 

Sherman Kent’s view was that it was
important for the estimative process  to
be detached from policy, and highly objec-
tive.


