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The views, opinions, and findings of the author expressed in this article should not 
be construed as asserting or implying US government endorsement of its factual 
statements and interpretations or representing the official positions of any compo-
nent of the United States government.

This article is dedicated to the 
31 crewmen of a U.S. Navy EC-121 
(PR-21) who were killed while flying 
a signals intelligence mission on 
15 April 1969 when a North Korean 
MiG-21 shot them down approxi-
mately 80 nautical miles (nm) off the 
North Korean coast. 

Over the past decade, newly 
declassified records and published 
accounts of aircrew members shed 
light on four North Korean attempts 
to shoot down US reconnaissance air-
craft. These records provided lessons 
learned for military and IC personnel 
orchestrating such operations during 
the Cold War. Previously released 
material revealing the broad outlines 
of each incident along with the more 
recent evidence reveal the long-
term challenges in warning against 
low-signature, tactical episodes such 
as shootdown attempts, but the ma-
terial also shows the ways in which 
the military and IC tweaked the Cold 
War programs to reduce the risks to 
airborne collectors.

Although Soviet, Warsaw Pact, 
Chinese, and North Korean forces at-
tacked dozens of US intelligence col-
lection aircraft during the Cold War, 
I will focus on only four incidents 
involving North Korea between 1959 
and 1981 because they were highly 
publicized, deliberate, and methodi-
cal attacks against platforms unques-

tionably in international airspace, The 
incidents include attacks against

• a Navy P4M-1Q Mercator
(16 June 1959),

• an Air Force RB-47 (27 April
1965),

• an Air Force SR-71 (26 August
1981),

• and the catastrophic shootdown of
the Navy EC-121 with 31 people
aboard (15 April 1969) to whom
this study is dedicated.

CONTEXT
US Collection Requirements 
and PARPRO Missions.

The publicly released material of-
fers context for the incidents, includ-
ing details on the incentives driving 
collection, the methodology in their 
conduct, guidance for self-protective 
measures, and heightened North Ko-
rean sensitivity and ability to attack 
aircraft operating off its coasts. Ac-
cording to a 1989 National Security 
Agency (NSA) history of the EC-121 
shootdown (hereafter referred to as 
“NSA history”), the United States 
increasingly used aircraft for com-
munications intelligence collection in 
the 1950s as it responded to increas-
ing Soviet use of line-of-site VHF 
signals, best intercepted within 50 to 
70 nm of the transmitter.1
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15 April 1969 (0700 local) 
EC-121 takes off from Atsugi.

15 April 1969 (ca. 1347 local) 
Probable location of EC-121 downing.a 

16 June 1959  
Unsuccessful shootdown 

attempt of USN 
P4M-1Q Mercator.

27 April 1965  
Unsuccessful shootdown 
attempt of USAF RB-47.

26 August 1981  
Launch of two SA-2 

SAMs near USAF SR-71.a
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As for North Korea, an Intelli-
gence Community assessment noted 
in 1969 that peripheral reconnais-
sance missions were essential be-
cause of the priority the IC accorded 
to the North Korean threat, the need 
for updates on Pyongyang’s mili-
tary posture, and major intelligence 
gaps on the North. The IC relied on 
“repetitive missions” to incremental-
ly provide indications and warning, 
detect military buildups, monitor 
general military activity, and gain 
insight into North Korean weapons 
systems.2 Such requirements proba-
bly accounted for the large number 
of missions flown within 80 nm of 
the North Korean coast and estab-
lishment of guidelines that typically 
allowed collectors to approach within 
40 nm of North Korea.

For example, between January 
1968 and April 1969, the United 
States flew 976 reconnaissance 
missions within a zone extending 
north of the DMZ and within 60 nm 
of the North Korean east coast, and 
flew 190 such missions in the Sea of 
Japan during January through March 
1969, according to an internal Joint 
Chiefs of Staff (JCS) document and 
a congressional report on the EC-121 
incident.3 To put it differently, 130 ap-
proved reconnaissance tracks covered 
Korea in 1969, according to the JCS, 
suggesting an extensive collection 
effort.4

Defense Department (DoD) 
coordinated aircraft on missions in 
the 1960s using the Peacetime Aerial 
Reconnaissance Program (PARPRO), 
which stipulated procedures for 
mission approval and command and 
control. Support for the flights off 
North Korea entailed US radar track-
ing of the reconnaissance aircraft 
and—when the collector was out of 

friendly radar range—monitoring 
signals intelligence on foreign radars 
and air defense systems to determine 
reactions to the reconnaissance air-
craft, according to the NSA history, 

congressional accounts, and Presi-
dent Richard Nixon’s public account 
of the EC-121 shootdown.5  SIGINT 
sites monitoring radar networks 
would warn the aircraft of poten-
tially dangerous conditions, such as 
approaching enemy aircraft.6

North Korean motivations
The worst of the attacks occurred 

during the so-called “second Ko-
rean war” between 1966 and 1969, 
during which Kim Il Sung pushed to 
encourage an uprising in South Korea 
by sending commando teams into the 
Republic of Korea (ROK) to engage 
in unconventional warfare attacks. 
Pyongyang judged that US targets 
were fair game during this period 
when, for example, North Korean 
commandos attacked two US bar-
racks in May 1967, killing or wound-
ing 21 US personnel.7 The context 
was thus one in which the North had 
become more willing to cause US 
casualties.

Pyongyang defended its airspace 
more fiercely during this period 
than it had before and insisted 
publicly and privately that it would 
shoot down US aircraft violating its 
airspace. In discussions with Soviet 
Ambassador to North Korea Nikolai 
Sudarikov on 16 April 1969, just 
after the EC-121 shootdown, Deputy 
Foreign Minister Heo Dam said the 
North was “ready to respond to retal-
iation with retaliation, and total war 

with total war.” He added that the 
Americans had not drawn the “proper 
lessons” from the USS Pueblo seizure 
in 1968.8 

North Korean Foreign Minister 
Pak Seong-Cheol the same day told 
the ambassador that shootdowns of 
aircraft violating its airspace over-
water were not dissimilar to the 
North’s history of attacking aircraft 
violating its border along the DMZ, 
according to a Soviet record of the 
conversation. The foreign minister 
downplayed the shootdown, saying, 
“We have this ordinary matter. We’ve 
shot down US planes before, and 
similar incidents are possible in the 
future. He elaborated by sharing a 
philosophy that attacks on intruding 
US reconnaissance planes helped the 
North Koreans avert a larger war:

If we sit with folded arms when 
a violator intrudes into our 
spaces, two planes will appear 
tomorrow, then four, five, etc. 
This would lead to an increase 
of the danger of war. But if a 
firm rebuff is given, then this 
will diminish the danger of 
an outbreak of war. When the 
Americans understand there is 
a weak enemy before them, they 
will start a war right away. If, 
however, they see that there is a 
strong partner before them, this 
delays the beginning of war.9

Pyongyang improves air 
defense capability

The North Korean Air Force 
(NKAF) faced significant limitations 
in the mid-1960s, although it was 
modernizing rapidly. The Defense 

Pyongyang defended its airspace more fiercely during 
this period  than it had before and insisted publicly and 
privately that it would shoot down US aircraft violating its 
airspace. 
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Intelligence Agency (DIA) noted in 
1967 that NKAF’s “circumscribed 
night and foul-weather intercept 
capability” confined much of the 
force—notably the MiG-17 fleet—to 
a daytime, clear air mass intercept 
environment, although its MiG-19s 
and growing fleet of MiG-21s could 
intercept reconnaissance aircraft at 
other times.10 The US Pacific Com-
mand (PACOM) judged that the 
NKAF relied heavily on a ground 
control intercept (GCI) system, so 
it assessed that the North Korean 
threat to PARPRO aircraft extended 
only out to 200 nm, rather than the 
aircraft’s full combat radius.11

However, between 1965 and 
1969, the NKAF intensified training 
in skills that would threaten airborne 
intelligence collectors. It developed 
intercept techniques against intrud-
ing—notably US reconnaissance—
aircraft along its coasts and began 
conducting live launches of air-to-air 
missiles, the weapon used in the 
EC-121 shootdown.12 Meeting with 
the National Security Council (NSC) 
Pueblo working group on 24 January 
1968, Gen. Earle Wheeler, chairman 
of the JCS, also said the North had 
practiced with surface-to-air missiles 
(SAMs) against targets flying at the 
same altitude as the A-12, CIA’s pre-
cursor to the Air Force’s SR-71.13

NSA highlighted these trends in 
warning messages sent before US 
Navy shipboard intelligence collec-
tion patrols sailed off the North Ko-
rean coast at least twice in the 1960s. 
A message sent in December 1967, 
just before USS Pueblo’s patrol, 
commented, “The NKAF has been 
extremely sensitive to peripheral re-
connaissance flights in this area (east 

coast of North Korea) since early 
1965. . . . Internationally recognized 
boundaries as they relate to airborne 
activities are generally not honored 
by North Korea on the east coast of 
Korea.”14

However, DIA concluded in an 
internal memo that “despite incipient 
indications to the contrary, actual 
North Korean air defense reactions 
to US reconnaissance flights in 
1966 and 1967 were limited and 
restrained.”15 In a separate memo for 
the JCS Joint Reconnaissance Center 
(JRC) produced in December 1967, 
DIA assessed that North Korean 
reactions to daytime electronic in-
telligence (ELINT) collection flights 
probably would be minimal, provid-
ing collection aircraft stay an un-
specified “reasonable distance” from 
sovereign North Korean airspace, 
which Pyongyang then declared was 
12 nm from the coastline.16 The pace 
of North Korean fighter reactions 
had dropped in the latter part of 
1967, with only five seen against the 
172 reconnaissance missions flown 
between April and December 1967. 
This compared to the much higher 
rate of six fighter reactions to 35 
missions between January and March 
1967, according to another DIA 
memo.17

Appearing before Congress, 
BGen. Ralph Steakley, director of 
JRC, testified that since 1965 there 
had been only one instance of an 
NKAF fighter coming close to a US 
reconnaissance aircraft.18 He com-
mented on one incident in which a 
North Korean fighter approached 
“really close” to a US aircraft but 
evidently was flying at 25,000 feet, 
too low to intercept it.19

P4M-1Q Mercator Attack
Two North Korean MiG fighters 

attacked a P4M-1Q Mercator signals 
intelligence aircraft belonging to the 
Navy’s Fleet Air Reconnaissance 
Squadron One (VQ-1) flying at 7,000 
feet, some 50 nm east of the DMZ on 
16 June 1959, according to several 
sources including the unit’s command 
history.20 None of the sources suggest 
the aircraft received any warning 
before the attack. Rather, the MiGs 
approached and at 1315 local began 
their strafing runs. The Mercator 
turned to orient its tail cannon on the 
MiGs, but the gunner was wounded 
and the cannon damaged, according 
to a DOD press release.21 The Mer-
cator dived to approximately 50 feet 
above the water. After conducting six 
strafing runs, the MiGs probably ran 
low on fuel and broke off the en-
gagement after repeatedly attacking 
the aircraft over another 20 nm. The 
Mercator sustained serious damage 
to engines, wings, and rudders. With 
two engines and the rudders shot 
away, the plane barely made it back 
to Japan for a safe landing at Miho 
Air Base.22

A lengthy and detailed CIA 
human intelligence report published 
about the NKAF in 1969 provides 
additional information about this 
incident. Although information about 
the report’s provenance was redacted, 
it tells a story partially consistent 
with crew reports. The NKAF or-
dered two MiG-15s based at Wonsan 
to intercept the Mercator because it 
was flying on a track associated with 
US intelligence collection missions 
against the North Korean coast. 
The MiG pilots initially planned to 
attack the Mercator simultaneously 
from different sides but shifted to a 
sequential attack to avoid a mid-air 

Between 1965 and 1969, the NKAF intensified training in 
skills that would threaten airborne intelligence collectors. 
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collision. The MiG pilots initially 
were flying at 8,000 meters (26,246 
feet)—too high for the proposed 
intercept—and did not see their prey 
until they dove to a lower altitude. 
They intercepted the P4M-1Q be-
tween 70 to 80 km (approximately 43 
to 49 nm) from offshore, and chased 
it out to some 150 km (93 nm) from 
the North Korean coast. The NKAF 
commander reprimanded the pilots 
for not downing the Mercator.23 

RB-47 Attack
The second incident occurred on 

27 April 1965, when two MiG-17s 
from Sondok, an east coast fighter 
base, attacked a USAF RB-47 flying 
over water some 40 nm east of the 
North Korean coast. The flight took 
place after the NKAF had for several 
days demonstrated growing edginess 
about foreign aircraft over the Sea of 
Japan, according to a CIA President’s 
Daily Brief (PDB) article summariz-
ing the incident and NSA reporting. 
The intercept was the fifth time in 
nine days that North Korean fighters 
had scrambled in response to recon-
naissance aircraft offshore, according 
to the PDB.24

This time, however, the RB-47 
crew also received a warning over 
HF radio that bogeys were airborne 
near Wonsan, and it briefly acquired 
a weak ELINT cut of a MiG air-inter-
cept radar. However, the crew would 
not realize they were being attacked 
until cannon fire struck the aircraft. 
The MiGs approached from behind 
and below—the RB-47’s blind spot—
and made at least three firing passes 
in sequence.25

The RB-47 fired its tail can-
non, released chaff, and dived from 
27,000 to 14,000 feet to complicate 

the attack.26 Only two of six engines 
remained undamaged, and the RB-47 
sustained a ruptured fuel tank, lead-
ing to a severe nose-heavy imbalance 
that would require a difficult no-
flaps landing, according to US press 
reports. Despite the severe damage, 
Lt. Col. “Matt” Mattison, the pilot, 
successfully landed the aircraft at 
Yokota Air Base, Japan, without 
incurring casualties. The Air Force 
ultimately declared the RB-47 to be 
a constructive loss, i.e., not worth the 
cost of repair.27

EC-121 Shootdown
An NKAF MiG-21 ambushed the 

VQ-1 EC-121 SIGINT aircraft on 15 
April while it was on a mission some 
80 nm offshore. The fighter was one 
of two the North Koreans had relo-
cated to a MiG-15/MiG-17 training 
base in northeastern North Korea the 
month before. In describing the inci-
dent in a telephone call to President 
Richard Nixon, National Security Ad-
visor Henry Kissinger said the North 
had deliberately planned to shoot 
down the EC-121. He added, “They 
were moving two MiG-21s, which 
would not signal anything in particu-
lar to us about their intentions.”28 The 
shootdown killed 31 personnel—to 
this day, the costliest operational di-
saster involving US SIGINT aircraft.

PACOM had approached the 
mission cautiously by adjusting the 
EC-121’s flight track to reduce its 
vulnerability to attack, but a different 
interpretation of the evidence proba-
bly would have justified postponing 
the flight or at least providing fighter 
escort. Gen. Charles Bonesteel, the 

commander of US Forces Korea, 
advised PACOM in April 1969 that 
in recent Military Armistice Commis-
sion meetings, “the North Koreans 
have been particularly vehement and 
vicious in warning UN forces about 
provocative actions.”29 USFK on 
11 April warned, “aircrews should be 
especially alert and prepared to abort 
at the first indication of any North 
Korean reaction.” PACOM responded 
with a message advising component 
commanders to exercise all caution 
during PARPRO operations near 
North Korea and raising the required 
standoff distance from the Korean 
coastline from 40 to 50 nm.

Theater intelligence collectors, 
however, had misinterpreted the 
initial deployment on 28 March of the 
two MiG-21s—the NKAF’s most ca-
pable fighter—to the training base at 
Hoemun. The Joint SIGINT process-
ing center on Okinawa on 30 March 
1969 concluded that the NKAF had 
deployed the MiGs to facilitate fight-
er transition training because a MiG-
21 transition training unit was located 
at another east coast base, Pukch’ang-
ni, and could have deployed the 
MiG-21s to Hoemun as part of their 
training syllabus. The deployment put 
the MiG-21s at the base nearest the 
EC-121’s collection orbit and posi-
tioned them to conduct a shootdown 
after flying only 80–90 nm and thus 
reducing the EC-121’s warning time.

NSA’s detailed study of the event, 
indicates that the MiG-21s launched 
to intercept the EC-121 at about 1330 
local time as the EC-121 reached the 
extreme northern end of its orbit—
the point at which it would reach its 

Despite the severe damage, Lt. Col. “Matt” Mattison, the 
pilot, successfully landed the aircraft at Yokota Air Base, 
Japan, without incurring casualties.
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closest point of approach to Hoemun. 
One Fishbed flew a defensive patrol 
and approached no closer than 65 nm 
from the EC-121, while the other shot 
it down at approximately 1347 as it 
flew about 80 nm off the North Kore-
an coast, and immediately returned to 
North Korean airspace.

The EC-121 did not acknowledge 
warnings transmitted to it immedi-
ately before the shootdown, and the 
crew’s actions in their final minutes 
are unknown. The Seventh Fleet 
operations order called for aircrews 
in this situation to turn directly away 
from North Korean territory and 
prepare for defense against hostile 
attacks under certain warning con-
ditions. A joint US Navy-Air Force 
team investigating the EC-121’s 
wreckage concluded that the EC-121 
sustained major structural damage 
from the detonation of a fragmenting 
warhead of one (or possibly two) air-
to-air missiles.

Although there is no evidence that 
conclusively shows why Pyongyang 
attacked the EC-121, the CIA on 16 
April judged that it was a deliberate 
act driven by Kim Il Sung’s desire to 
offset his failed attempts to foment an 
armed struggle in South Korea and 
to demonstrate to the new Nixon ad-
ministration that the North would not 
abandon its unconventional warfare 
campaign.30 State Department ana-
lysts added that “it is probably more 
than coincidence that the downing 
occurred on Kim Il Sung’s birthday,” 
judging that the “most likely North 
Korean motivation, then, is self 
gratification and increased prestige 
for Kim Il Sung at the expense of the 

United States following a plan based 
on Pyongyang’s Pueblo experi-
ence.”31

SR-71 Blackbird Attack
The North launched two SA-2 

surface-to-air missiles (SAM) against 
an SR-71 from a site located on an 
island off the west coast of North Ko-
rea on 26 August 1981 after several 
weeks of growing tension between 
the two Koreas, according to CIA re-
porting on the incident and accounts 
from Blackbird aircrews. The CIA re-
ported that several months before the 
shootdown the North had been par-
ticularly sensitive to activity near its 
southwest coastal area and had built a 
SAM site there, a target SR-71 crews 
had been tasked to collect against. 
The agency also noted other unusual 
activity, including an increase in the 
number of incidents involving North 
and South Korean fishing boats and 
a spike in ground force activity along 
the DMZ.32

The SR-71s began collecting 
ELINT cuts on the suspected SA-2 
site in April 1981, according to 
interviews with participating SR-71 
crews. The site was on an island in 
an estuary near the western end of 
the DMZ. While approaching the 
western side of Korea at Mach 3 and 
77,000 feet on 26 August, the aircrew 
noted defensive system activity and 
the reconnaissance systems offi-
cer reported a probable launch. He 
spotted a contrail, and the pilot turned 
the aircraft slightly to the south to 
get away from the SA-2. The SA-2 
missed the Blackbird by at least 2 nm 
and exploded harmlessly behind and 

to the right of the aircraft at 80,000 
feet.33

CIA later commented in an inter-
nal warning memo on 28 September 
1981 that the meaning of the firing, 
its significance for future flights in 
the area, and for Pyongyang’s posture 
against the United States and South 
Korea remained unclear but judged 
that the launch might have been a 
response to what Pyongyang viewed 
as a breach of its sovereignty or 
to demonstrate new determination 
to act against hostile intelligence 
collection activity. The memo warned 
that Pyongyang’s attitude increased 
the possibility of additional hostile 
incidents, including the prospect of 
another firing on US reconnaissance 
aircraft.34

The incident angered President 
Ronald Reagan, and the United 
States made arrangements to refly 
the original track in October 1981, 
this time with the SR-71 accompa-
nied by supporting aircraft ready to 
strike back if the Blackbird came 
under fire again.35 Deputy Secretary 
of Defense Frank Carlucci visited 
the SR-71 detachment in Okinawa in 
September and told its members that 
President Reagan would not tolerate a 
second such incident. Lt. Gen. Robert 
Mathis, the assistant vice chief of 
staff, advised the unit that it would 
fly four, special category, precisely 
timed, missions using the 26 August 
track. He explained that Wild Weasel 
aircraft would be poised to launch 
anti-radar, air-to-surface missiles 
against any offending SA-2 site with-
in 60 seconds of another attack on 
an SR-71, according to Crickmore’s 
account, but the missions did not 
provoke another launch.36

The EC-121 did not acknowledge warnings transmitted 
to it immediately before the shootdown, and the crew’s 
actions in their final minutes are unknown. 



 

Addressing Dangers of Airborne Collection

 Studies in Intelligence Vol. 63, No. 2 (Extracts, June 2019) 25

Observations and Lessons
Numerous boards were convened 

to review lessons from the EC-121 
shootdown. These had common 
themes; they evaluated the value of 
the missions, ascertained whether 
all the tracks were required, and 
eliminated low priority missions.37 

In addition, the team managing the 
PARPRO program derived a number 
of lessons in managing sensitive air-
borne collection, particularly during 
its high level of activity during 
heightened tensions on the Korean 
Peninsula during the 1960s. Some of 
the lessons are explicitly identified in 
formerly classified message traffic; 
others may be inferred by observing 
the challenges such operations face. 
A few such observations—at least as 
they apply to the Cold War era—fol-
low.

PARPRO mission guidance 
changed frequently to reduce threats 
to collectors. JRC, DIA, and sev-
eral other organizations routinely 
reviewed PARPRO missions and 
tweaked the rules of engagement to 
respond to North Korean behavior; 
adjustments would be made to mis-
sion parameters such as time of day, 
allowable closest points of approach 
to North Korea, and requirements for 
airstrip or airborne alerts, according 
to congressional testimony by DoD 
leaders, formerly classified DIA doc-
uments, and message traffic from JCS 
to subordinate commands.38

For two years after the RB-47 in-
cident in April 1965, for example, the 
Strategic Air Command flew recon-
naissance missions over the Sea of 
Japan only during darkness, accord-
ing to General Wheeler’s testimony 
before Congress in 1969. The NKAF 
demonstrated no hostile intent during 
this period. Consequently, the United 

States resumed normal day and night 
missions over the sea in late 1967. 
Fighters escorted these missions for 
an unspecified period after the 1965 
shootdown attempt, but the escorts 
stopped when flights were not chal-
lenged.39

Other actions taken at various 
times included imposing strip alerts 
to support aircraft flying near the 
DMZ, briefly requiring fighter escorts 
after the Pueblo seizure, imposing 
an 80-mile stand-off distance from 
North Korea, reducing the closest 
point of approach to 40 nm, and then 
raising it to 50 nm.40 When MiG-21s 
reappeared at Hoemun in May 1971, 
PACOM moved the flight track for an 
impending PARPRO mission beyond 
the range of North Korean ground 
control radars, according to the NSA 
history.41 After North Korea fired 
SA-2s at the SR-71 in August 1981, 
commanders readjusted the track 
for future such missions still farther 
south to move them away from the 
SA-2 threat.42

PACOM considered other pro-
cedural changes after the EC-121 
shootdown but concluded it lacked 
enough land-based fighters in theater 
to provide four-ship fighter escort for 
each PARPRO mission. The com-
mand instead considered alternatives 
such as stationing a carrier strike 
group in the Sea of Japan indefinite-
ly; reducing the number of PARPRO 
tracks near Korea to reduce exposure 
to the NKAF; decreasing from four to 
two the number of fighters that might 
be assigned to escort mission aircraft; 
using only aircraft on ground alert to 
protect reconnaissance aircraft flying 
south of the DMZ; and using barrier 
combat air patrols to protect a broad 

area in which reconnaissance aircraft 
were operating rather than trying to 
escort each individual platform.43

NKAF might get through. In 
reviewing the threat to PARPRO col-
lectors in 1969, PACOM concluded 
that enough NKAF fighters making 
a determined effort might be able to 
shoot down a reconnaissance aircraft 
even if escorted by four fighters. The 
assessment stated:

Neither fighter CAP protection 
nor fighter escort can assure 
the safety of the reconnaissance 
platform. If the enemy makes 
careful plans through obser-
vation of tracks and related 
operations and makes a con-
certed effort to destroy a recon-
naissance aircraft, chances are 
good that he may succeed even 
though he may lose some of his 
force. The protection provided 
must be considered a deterrent 
rather than a positive shield.44

C3 shortfalls; C3 improvements. 
Investigations into the EC-121 shoot-
down revealed shortfalls in com-
mand, control, and communications 
(C3) in PACOM. These were partic-
ularly evident in faulty connections 
between, on the one hand, VQ-1, the 
EC-121’s squadron, and USN-39, the 
SIGINT element directly supporting 
the squadron and, on the other hand, 
other SIGINT sites following the 
mission.45 VQ-1 and USN-39 were 
inadvertently left off distribution 
for SIGINT message traffic warning 
of the MiG-21 activity, including a 
SPOT report sent at 1345 local high-
lighting North Korean reaction to the 
EC-121, which suggested an attack 
was occurring.

Numerous boards were convened to review lessons from 
the EC-121 shootdown.
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Consequently, VQ-1 did not have 
an opportunity to request search and 
rescue (SAR) support for the EC-121 
until after it received a lateral CRIT-
IC (a top priority message) at 1458 
local, when it immediately requested 
SAR support. As a result an SAR 
aircraft did not arrive until almost 
two hours after the shootdown.46 The 
congressional subcommittee investi-
gating the event concluded that VQ-1 
“lost all effective operational control 
of the aircraft.” The subcommittee 
added, “When units monitoring the 
EC-121 directed warning messages 
to the aircraft, VQ-1 was never in-
cluded as an addressee on any of the 
messages.”47

These shortfalls would spark 
theater and national interest in 
developing fusion centers capa-
ble of processing operational and 
intelligence information faster and 
more coherently before and during a 
crisis. The NSA history highlights the 
shootdown as one of the factors that 
contributed to the creation of NSA’s 

National SIGINT Operation Center 
four years later.48

More interest in SIGINT drones.  
The NSA history noted that the 
shootdown sparked community-wide 
interest in the use of unmanned col-
lection platforms to reduce the risk 
of casualties associated with manned 
aircraft. The USAF soon began using 
drones and mini-manned aircraft 
(flight crews only) with palletized 
intercept receivers remotely tuned 
by operators at ground stations in 
high-risk areas. However, this drone 
program was phased out in 1975 due 
to cost and high loss rates in Viet-
nam.49

Increased NSA involvement 
in PARPRO reviews. The EC-121 
shootdown encouraged a more com-
prehensive NSA role in monitoring 
PARPRO flights, including those of 
ELINT collectors. In particular, the 
agency began to methodically evalu-
ate the “take” from the missions and 
to more actively participate in month-
ly PARPRO planning sessions.50

Still Watching
Although some of the incidents 

discussed above occurred half a 
century ago, they are worth remem-
bering because Pyongyang might still 
consider harassing, if not attacking, 
US aircraft in another crisis. On 
4 March 2003, for example, a time 
when US policymakers would have 
focused on Iraq, two NKAF MiG-
29s and two MiG-23s intercepted an 
RC-135S Cobra Ball aircraft approx-
imately 150 nm off the Korean coast, 
according to a Pentagon spokesman. 
They accompanied it for 22 minutes 
and approached to within 50 to 400 
feet of the aircraft at the same alti-
tude. After the fighters turned away, 
the RC-135S aborted its mission and 
returned safely to Okinawa.51

North Korean media continues to 
refer to this and other incidents, such 
as the EC-121 shootdown, as demon-
strations of military prowess, claim-
ing, for example, to have “resolutely 
repelled” and “driven back” the RC-
135.52 The attitude betrayed by such 
North Korean commentary still bears 
watching.

v v v
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