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The Japanese Government might determine on resistance to the end….  In such an event the Allies would be faced with the enormous task of destroying an armed force of five million men and five thousand suicide aircraft belonging to a race, which had already amply demonstrated its ability to fight literally to the death.

· Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson [1948]

U.S. National Strategy and the DOWNFALL Campaign

In World War II, the overarching goal of the Allied nations’ military strategy in the Pacific theater was the unconditional surrender of Japan.  The United States declared this strategy under President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration, and it continued under President Harry S. Truman.  The course for American military planners was set as the last phase of the Pacific campaign approached—the invasion of the Japanese home islands.  The major question confronting military planners in 1945 was what course of action (COA) would most likely achieve the national objective of unconditional surrender.  Two basic COAs had emerged from the planning process.  First, an indirect approach consisting of air and naval “blockades” of the home islands, perhaps accompanied by invasions of Japanese-held territories in China, Formosa, and Korea, would further strain Japan’s already fragile supply lines, isolating Japan, defeating its military forces in Asia, and leading to eventual surrender.  Second—the direct COA—was an invasion, or series of invasions, of the Japanese home islands.  Because of the tremendous losses anticipated in both COAs, the Soviet Union was asked to enter the Pacific war by invading Manchuria to attack Japanese forces and eliminate a critical source of supply to the home islands.
  

In April 1945, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) had reached the consensus that only an invasion of the Japanese home islands would result in Japan’s unconditional surrender.  Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall, acting for the Joint Chiefs of Staff, issued instructions for initiating this final campaign named DOWNFALL.
  The campaign’s objective as described in the planning order was to seize the industrial heartland of Japan in order to “paralyze the hostile effort necessary for the production, maintenance and movement of modern military forces.”
  By eliminating Japan’s capacity to make war, the Allies would force the Japanese government to surrender unconditionally.  DOWNFALL had two parts, Operation OLYMPIC, an invasion of Southern Kyushu, Japan, by forces already in the Pacific theater beginning in November of 1945, and Operation CORONET, a subsequent invasion on Honshu near Tokyo, which would follow four months later in March of 1946.
  OLYMPIC would serve as a supporting effort to CORONET, in which joint forces would seize and occupy naval and air bases in Southern Kyushu in order to facilitate the seizure of the political-military center of Japanese resistance—Tokyo.  There was also the possibility that the application of overwhelming combat power wielded by the proposed joint force in OLYMPIC might lead to a Japanese surrender without CORONET.
  

The planning for OLYMPIC moved quickly.  The Joint Chiefs of Staff came together on 18 June 1945 to obtain President Truman's approval for OLYMPIC’s execution.  The President asked General Marshall how many Japanese troops could be expected on Kyushu by the target invasion date of 1 November 1945.  Based on intelligence estimates from (and direct communications with) the Commander in Chief U.S. Army Forces in the Pacific (CINCAFPAC), General Douglas A. MacArthur, Marshall replied that 350,000 Japanese would be defending Kyushu by November.  The total Japanese troop strength on Kyushu was crucial in the decision process because U.S. planners estimated invasion casualties based on that defensive strength.  The projected number of Japanese forces and U.S. casualties was within reason.  Consequently, President Truman authorized OLYMPIC.  By mid-summer 1945, the air, naval, and land forces assembled in preparation for the early November invasion.
  As events unfolded, however, assumptions used to shape casualty estimates would have been terribly mistaken.  

All major military operations are based upon assumptions about the enemy.  The intelligence picture of enemy forces, capabilities, and intentions is always indistinct.  Thus, military planners must make reasonable assumptions about the enemy, based on available intelligence, to continue planning.  Evidence suggests that the DOWNFALL planners based their major assumptions almost entirely on intelligence derived from intercepted Japanese radio communications.  Although other sources were used, intelligence personnel believed the Japanese communications provided the best picture of Japanese plans to defend their home islands.  DOWNFALL is instructive for current joint planners in that it demonstrates how assumptions may or may not ultimately drive COA selection.  The following describes the intelligence picture developed to support the OLYMPIC planning, and the critical assumptions derived from that intelligence.  

Pacific Theater Intelligence Structure and Challenges

To understand how assumptions were developed for DOWNFALL, it is first necessary to examine the intelligence structure that supported the planning.  OLYMPIC presented several unique challenges and constraints for intelligence personnel.  First, there was no designated joint commander for DOWNFALL and, consequently, no senior intelligence officer or unified intelligence effort for the operations.  Second, a campaign in the home islands differed from previous Pacific operations in that they were not geographically isolated from reinforcement.  Third, available intelligence sources to support the intelligence picture for OLYMPIC were limited, which forced planners to rely almost totally on communications intelligence (COMINT).  

Command relationships for OLYMPIC were unclear.  During previous phases of the Pacific war each major commander, General Douglas A. MacArthur (CINCAFPAC), and the Commander in Chief Pacific Ocean Areas [CINCPOA], Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz), planned for geographically separate operations.  OLYMPIC was the first time in the Pacific theater that both major commanders were tasked with the same objective area.  The OLYMPIC plan stated that CINCAFPAC was responsible for the development of plans for the campaign in Japan.  CINCPOA was responsible for the naval and amphibious phases of DOWNFALL.  Notably, the CINCPOA staff viewed the Army as having the lead for OLYMPIC, and assumed that the Navy would have chief responsibility for CORONET.
  The Twentieth Air Force was to support the overall objective of the operation under “direct control” of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but it was not subordinated to either command.
  Regardless of technicalities and perceptions, there was no single overall commander designated for OLYMPIC.  As a result, there was no unified intelligence effort or application of collections resources for OLYMPIC’s requirements and objectives.  

The two senior commanders separately tasked their theater intelligence resources.  These were the CINCPOA’s Joint Intelligence Center Pacific Ocean Areas (JICPOA), and AFPAC’s General Headquarters G-2’s Military Intelligence Section (MIS), Allied Translator and Interpreter Section (ATIS), Central Bureau (CB), and Allied Intelligence Bureau (AIB).  All these organizations developed capabilities that supported geographically specific intelligence requirements, and they each differed in approach to collection and analysis.  Although the theater intelligence organizations shared some analysis through daily intelligence summaries and bulletins, their primary focus was separate central or southwest Pacific theater requirements.
  In addition, the theater commands and national leadership (President, Secretary of War, and Secretary of State) shared information obtained from COMINT.  There is little evidence that collection and analysis requirements were synchronized to avoid gaps in, or duplication of, analytical work.  JICPOA, for example, was optimized to support naval and amphibious (both Marine and Army) forces that were conducting operations in the central Pacific.  The organization collected information from those forces and analyzed it for their missions.
  The AFPAC intelligence structure oriented its efforts towards supporting U.S. and Allied land forces moving through the southwest Pacific.  The AFPAC G-2 aimed its effort at ground threats and collected information primarily from ground and air forces in support of land forces.  This contributed to two distinct intelligence efforts with disparate perspectives.  Planning assumptions on Japanese tactics and intentions were also theater-specific, with all the organizations offering different appraisals of enemy capabilities and likely tactics.  Since AFPAC was tasked with the lead on DOWNFALL planning, the operational threat assumptions naturally took on a ground-oriented character.

The second challenge confronting intelligence personnel supporting OLYMPIC was directly related to the campaign geography.  During previous operations in both the central and southwest Pacific, Japanese forces were isolated on islands.  Because the Japanese had a very limited capability to reinforce their defenses, intelligence personnel could focus their collection and analysis efforts on a single geographic area in which the enemy’s operational situation did not change significantly over time.  In the case of the Kyushu invasion, the Japanese could easily move additional ground forces into the objective area, creating an uncertain operational picture for planners accustomed to working with tactically detailed intelligence.  

Conversely, OLYMPIC required strategic and operational intelligence on Japanese ground forces, which available intelligence sources were not optimized to provide.  For example, photographic intelligence (PHOTINT) obtained from Air Corps and Navy aircraft had grown in importance throughout the war, and both AFPAC’s MIS and JICPOA had significant photographic interpretation capabilities.
  PHOTINT became a valuable source of information on Japanese bases, airfields, and fixed defenses.  The PHOTINT available in 1945, however, was neither technically advanced enough to provide confirmation of operational-level force movements nor timely enough to provide reliable intelligence on which to base operational planning assumptions.  

Exploitation of human intelligence (HUMINT) from interrogations of the few Japanese prisoners or from captured Japanese documents provided some limited general information about Japanese defensive capabilities against an invasion.  After the German surrender on 8 May 1945, Allied intelligence personnel quickly instituted a collections effort aimed at former Nazi diplomats and military personnel with ties to the Japanese as well as from captured German documents.
  These HUMINT sources were extremely beneficial in identifying Japanese weapons capabilities, but were useless in revealing either specific troop movements into Kyushu (or the other home islands) or specific Japanese defense plans.
    

The Centrality of Communications Intelligence

In the buildup to OLYMPIC, both JICPOA and the AFPAC G-2 sections relied almost exclusively on information obtained through COMINT, given the codeword ULTRA, to conduct intelligence preparation of the battlefield.  Codeword ULTRA intelligence was derived from the decrypted Japanese radio communications.  Decrypted communications were critical because they allowed Allied intelligence personnel to track movements and locations of deploying Japanese forces as well the identity—and thus the capability and size—of those units.
  The Fleet Radio Unit Pacific (FRUPAC), co-located with JICPOA, had amazing success in interpreting Japanese naval intentions using COMINT at both operational and strategic levels.  After 1943, AFPAC’s CB, in combination with the Fleet Radio Unit Melbourne, Australia (FRUMEL), also exploited deciphered messages to predict Japanese army force dispositions.
  

Despite the limited availability of sources, the AFPAC G-2 sections and JICPOA capably exploited available collections to develop a general idea of Japanese tactical movements, disposition, and probable intentions.  ULTRA was the only source, however, that gave planners daily, all-weather insight into the current state of Japanese defenses.  The non-COMINT sources were all subject to the aforementioned physical or temporal limitations that made them unreliable for planners creating estimates to support 
OLYMPIC.
  ULTRA intelligence had also proved remarkably successful in previous Pacific operations, almost since the beginning of the war; from the intelligence perspective there was no reason to doubt its accuracy and utility for OLYMPIC.  As a result of all these factors, planners relied almost entirely upon this single source to identify enemy ground strength and disposition to support intelligence estimates and subsequent operational assumptions.   

OLYMPIC’s Intelligence Estimates
The initial G-2 estimate of Japanese ground forces disposition and strength with respect to Kyushu in the spring of 1945 identified six combat divisions plus two depot (noncombat) divisions, with the expectation that the Japanese would reinforce the island with up to 10 divisions to ensure that they held it.
  OLYMPIC planners assumed the Imperial Army would reinforce the 85,000 Japanese troops on Kyushu in April 1945 with another two combat divisions by November 1945.  The total number of defenders was estimated at between 95,000 and 115,000 men.
  This estimate would prove to be drastically low compared to the number of troops actually present in the final weeks before the end of the war as revealed by ULTRA.

Regarding aircraft on Kyushu proper that might oppose the invasion force, PHOTINT at the end of July revealed that southern Kyushu alone had 389 fighters, 87 bombers and 12 transports at 18 separate airfields.
  This estimate reflected only part of the Kyushu situation, however, as at least 47 airfields were on the island, and a larger concentration of aircraft remained in the northern half of Kyushu.  In general, intelligence assessments posited that these aircraft and others throughout Japan might be used in bombing, airborne drops and suicide attacks in a counteroffensive, since the Japanese had already executed suicide crash landings at Yontan and Kadena airfields on Okinawa, and paratroop and airborne operations on Leyte against Dulag, Tacloban and other airfields in the Philippines.
  While the number of experienced Japanese pilots was diminished, and training aircraft outnumbered combat aircraft in the combined Japanese air order of battle, OLYMPIC planners knew the enemy retained the capability to plan and execute limited airborne operations against Allied-held staging bases that would support an invasion, or directly against Allied forces in amphibious landings.
  Furthermore, the targeting problem for the Japanese air force, both for conventional and suicide attacks (kamikaze), would be made exponentially easier with Allied forces in close proximity to the home islands.


Of immense concern to Allied planners was the fanatical nature of the Japanese military, which was an additional and unquantifiable variable for their planning considerations.  OLYMPIC planners stated in a key assumption “the Japanese will continue the war to the utmost extent…and will prepare to defend the main islands of Japan with every means available.”
  While the Allies considered the surface fleet and effective air components of the Japanese Army and Navy degraded (if not nonexistent) by this point in the war, they knew the Japanese intended to employ their remaining air and naval suicide-designated craft in strikes against the Allies.  By August, the Japanese had fitted 16 of the remaining 29 destroyers in their navy with kaiten (manned suicide torpedoes).
  In addition, the Japanese lashed the small single-man torpedoes to many of their remaining submarines, and the rocket-powered, high explosive baka (“stupid,” as named by the Americans) manned suicide aircraft launched from a mother plane posed an extreme threat to landing craft.

OLYMPIC planners and senior civilian and political leaders assumed from previous operational experience at Okinawa and other battles that these suicide tactics—well-demonstrated and occasionally effective—when employed in concentration against a landing force, could significantly raise the Allied casualty count beyond what was considered politically and, more important, operationally acceptable.  The Japanese leadership realized that they had little chance to defeat the Allies in conventional combat.  They could, however, attempt to cause unacceptable casualties over a long campaign, resulting in the Allies seeking negotiated terms less than unconditional surrender.

Japanese Response to DOWNFALL, KETSU-GO 


By April 1945, Japanese leadership had no doubt that an Allied invasion of the homeland was a certainty.  Their plan of defense, named “KETSU-GO,” intended to make the most of their remaining resources.
  While Allied planners continually updated intelligence estimates on ground force strength, naval capabilities, and air order of battle numbers and attempted to quantify the impact of suicide tactics throughout the summer of 1945, the Japanese reorganized their forces and constructed defensive coastal positions at the expected landing areas on the Osumi and Satsuma Peninsulas and on the Miyazaki Plains on Kyushu (See Appendix A).  By April, about half of these positions were reported complete.
  


The eventual data indicated a substantial force and the formidable tactics that faced the Allies.  But unknown factors, such as rushed defensive planning and construction on the part of the Japanese and the impact of a war-weary Japanese civilian populace urged to fight to the death, were not known at the onset of OLYMPIC planning.  Military planners made decisions on what was known along with the best available intelligence, and Allied intelligence staffs worked to provide the best estimates they could through available intelligence sources.  OLYMPIC planners made good initial assumptions in April 1945 based on intelligence largely derived from ULTRA.  Given the abilities of the day, Allied intelligence staffs did well in analyzing this information, and they accurately estimated the trend of increasing reinforcement in Kyushu.  Throughout the summer, ULTRA-derived intelligence continued to provide additional information indicating a much larger Japanese troop buildup and concentration in Southern Kyushu, but the initial planning assumptions remained unchanged.  

Key Assumptions
Unwelcome surprises in combat can often be traced to inaccurate assumptions that planners had developed based on old intelligence estimates.  The key planning assumptions for OLYMPIC’s execution concerned the number of forces on Kyushu, and those assumptions were never revised after the initial draft of the plan despite reliable intelligence indicating a substantial increase in Japanese forces on the southern half of the island.  OLYMPIC’s initial assumptions were predominantly based on COMINT, which became the primary means to measure the Japanese defenses on Kyushu.  These COMINT-based assumptions were accurate at the time the deliberate planning process transpired in March-April 1945.  General MacArthur stood by the initial assumptions throughout the weighing of COAs (June 1945), despite intelligence showing that many of them were vulnerable.  An established staff process to monitor and modify all of the vulnerable assumptions of the plan was completely absent.  Similarly, the joint staffing for OLYMPIC was ineffective since accurate and current intelligence updates were never used to revise assumptions.
  
As a starting point, the major planning assumptions must be seen in the context of intelligence available in the spring of 1945.  The first assumption was that the Japanese could sustain logistically no more than 8 to 10 divisions throughout the island of Kyushu.  The second assumption was that the Japanese would not know where American forces intended to land; thus these eight divisions would have to defend all of Kyushu.  In other words, if the Japanese would have to defend everywhere, they would be weak everywhere.  If these two premises were true, then the syllogism concluded that wherever the Allies landed the attackers would outnumber the defenders three to one and have the element of surprise.  Planners were confident that attacking the enemy where least expected with superior force would afford the foothold required to carry out follow-on operations. 

ULTRA intelligence formed the basis of these assumptions.  Knowledge of the strength, disposition, and tactics of Japanese defenses that would be encountered in an invasion was entirely dependent on these intercepted communications.  By reading and analyzing the enemy's secret communications, intelligence officers were aware of the enemy's preparations, disposition, and intentions for the major battle of Kyushu.  Allied intelligence estimated that approximately 85,000 Japanese troops were present on Kyushu in April 1945.  Intelligence predicted that the number would be up to 280,000 troops by mid-June 1945.
  By 21 July 1945, there were actually 455,000 Japanese troops on the island and, more significantly, they were establishing themselves in defensive positions near the very invasion beaches that American troops intended to use in the OLYMPIC landings.  The actual number of troops in Kyushu had reached nearly 550,000 by the end of July 1945, an increase of over 465,000 troops since the initial US strength estimate in April. 
  Almost 265,000 arrived in Kyushu between June and July alone.  Intelligence correctly identified the trend of increased reinforcement of Kyushu and further identified the island as a critical sector in the defense of the Empire.  


These startling figures effectively disproved the major assumptions from the initial planning effort.  Instead of eight Japanese divisions on the island, American forces now faced 10 to 14.  Instead of the Japanese defending the entire island of Kyushu and being weak everywhere, they fortified the exact invasion beaches American forces had to cross in the south.  Instead of having a three-to-one superiority on the beaches, U.S. troops faced a one-to-one equality at best.  The incorrect assumptions meant that American soldiers and Marines would have faced greater opposition than predicted during their assault landings and suffered corresponding higher American casualties on Kyushu.


Further, the assumptions and intelligence assessments of the number of Japanese planes that could be made available to defend Kyushu and their combat effectiveness were skewed.  At the onset of planning efforts (March 1945), the number of available combat aircraft within range of the Japanese home islands was estimated at around 2,500; this figure did not include noncombat/training-type aircraft.  The initial estimate forecast that 300 combat types would be in Kyushu by November 1945.
  AFPAC G-2’s COMINT-based estimate grew to 5,300 combat aircraft in, or within a day’s flight of, the home islands by 31 July 1945.  The G-2 also commented that “[e]stimates of Japanese aircraft strength continue to increase…enemy air capabilities should not be measured solely by number of aircraft.  Serviceability of aircraft, availability of fuel, status of base facilities and employment of suicide-trainer aircraft should also be considered.”
  The MIS, however, never provided an estimate of these noncombat/trainer aircraft, and the overall COMINT estimate was lower than the number of aircraft counted in PHOTINT.  JICPOA’s all-source estimate of early August showed a total of approximately 11,900 aircraft of all types in the vicinity of Japan.  The Navy estimate was higher because naval intelligence viewed any type of aircraft as a threat due to employment of kamikaze tactics.  In fact, both figures were lower than the actual armada of 12,700 planes available to the enemy in the opening phases of its counteroffensive against OLYMPIC.  


More important than knowledge of the detailed air order of battle information, AFPAC’s G-2 sections and JICPOA also knew basic Japanese intentions.  OLYMPIC planners knew suicide weapons were critical to the Japanese defense of Kyushu.  The Japanese planned to use multiple assets and tactics to defend the shores of their sacred island with a suicidal fury.  The two Service intelligence organizations, however, differed regarding what the numbers and tactics actually meant.  They produced two distinct intelligence efforts and varying final appraisals of the threat.  The lack of a senior joint intelligence officer to tie the disparate perspectives together prevented development of a common intelligence picture supporting revised assumptions.

Casualties: The Key Factor


It is against this backdrop of increasingly heavy projections of American casualties that ULTRA collections and use by planners becomes more significant.  The number of Japanese troops on the island and Japanese tactics were of critical importance because U.S. planners were calculating casualty figures, ultimately the metric used to select a COA, against a static rather than dynamic number of Japanese forces.  Collections obtained from ULTRA revealed two stories.  One was a straightforward rendition of Japan’s accelerated efforts to reinforce Kyushu and transform the island into a kill sack.  The other was more alarming in that it demonstrated the Japanese will to fight to the bitter end with every means available, while attempting to inflict as many American casualties as possible.  Although these revelations were correctly articulated by revised G-2 intelligence estimates, OLYMPIC planning assumptions were not altered.  In fact, on the very day (18 June) that the COAs were presented to President Truman, General MacArthur commented to General Marshall, “I most earnestly recommend no change in OLYMPIC.”
  In effect, General Marshall’s 18 June response to President Truman, based on input from General MacArthur, was a restatement of original assumptions rather than a revised forecast for November 1945 based on a trend analysis derived from ULTRA.  The result of Marshall’s response was Truman’s approval for OLYMPIC—the home island invasion COA.   

Commander’s Judgment


Throughout previous campaigns in the southwest Pacific, MacArthur successfully used his commander’s insight and judgment to evaluate intelligence and assumptions.  In addition, his perception, reinforced by war experiences, was that intelligence typically overestimated the numbers of Japanese forces available to defend against U.S. assaults.
  On numerous occasions, General MacArthur chose to disregard threat projections from his G-2 that suggested a need for tailoring the DOWNFALL campaign.  Even after his own G-2 reported details on the Japanese force buildup in July and August, General MacArthur did not entertain “the slightest thought of changing the OLYMPIC operation.”
  MacArthur’s judgment that the Japanese could not readily reinforce themselves, which had served him well in previous operations, was not nearly as well suited for OLYMPIC’s dynamic operational environment.  This was largely a personal failing of MacArthur, but it also highlighted a flaw in his headquarters staff, who could not demonstrate the different operational environments to him or cause him to change his opinion of the intelligence.  Ultimately, no matter how good the intelligence is, or how well planners derive assumptions from it, the commander must place credence in both and modify operational plans accordingly.

Conclusion

Historians generally agree that if President Truman had opted not to use the atomic bomb in August 1945, and DOWNFALL/OLYMPIC had proceeded as planned, Allied forces would still have succeeded in defeating the Japanese, albeit with a human toll much larger than predicted.  Allied intelligence through the spring and summer of 1945 adequately reflected trends in the buildup of Japanese forces for the defense of Kyushu.  Regardless of how well intelligence confirmed likely Japanese capabilities and COAs, the major planning assumptions remained unchanged and the OLYMPIC plan was unmodified at the end of the war.  


Military operations were, and are, planned based on assumptions derived from intelligence.  DOWNFALL is instructive for today’s planner as it demonstrates how assumptions are formed, and how they ultimately drive COA selection.  In DOWNFALL, the limited intelligence available provided an assessment of Japan’s capabilities, vulnerabilities, and intentions, which enabled planners to determine specific strategic objectives and develop assumptions.  DOWNFALL planners based their major assumptions on COMINT, supported by other sources (PHOTINT, HUMINT) when those were available.  Past Pacific Theater operational experience also contributed to the development of assumptions.  The planners, however, failed to reflect trends in Japanese reinforcement, which demonstrates that planning requires continuous evaluation and subsequent injection of current intelligence to revise assumptions.  


Another shortcoming of the DOWNFALL planning process was the lack of a senior J-2 for the campaign combined with a planning process that disengaged intelligence from operational plans.  This illustrates that joint intelligence must be synchronized with operations, including unity of effort, to ensure that collections, analysis, and dissemination support the planning process.  The failure of the planning staff to effectively incorporate revised intelligence estimates into its planning assumptions, and General MacArthur’s dismissal of revised intelligence estimates as a whole, left the OLYMPIC COA unrefined from April to August 1945.  Furthermore, he passed the inaccurate assumptions to higher echelons of command.  As a result, the senior decision-maker, President Truman, may have made an ill-advised decision to authorize OLYMPIC based on faulty casualty projections.
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