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In January 1951 NATO established a counterintelligence unit within the Supreme 
Headquarters Allied Powers Europe. This fact seems to remain consistently overlooked by 
commentators on NATO, and especially intelligence sharing, within the Alliance. If one 
were to survey current research on the topic of intelligence sharing in NATO, it would 
seem it just doesn’t happen. But after three years of research about the founding of 
NATO, it has become plain this is just not the case. An examination of archival records 
concerning counterintelligence in the Alliance reveals intelligence cooperation has existed 
at an operational level since the very foundation of SHAPE.  

Challenging conventional wisdom 

On 16 January 1951, the headquarters of the Counterintelligence Corps (CIC) of the United 
States Army, received a warning order from Deputy Chief of Staff – Operations (G-3), 
Department of the Army (DA), directing the CIC to stand up a counterintelligence 
detachment for assignment to SHAPE. The CIC mission was “…to contribute to the 
operations of the Army Establishment through the detection of treason, sedition, subversive 
activity and disaffection, and the detection, prevention and neutralization of espionage and 
sabotage within or directed against the Army Establishment and the areas of its 
jurisdiction.”1 By 2 February 1951, 8 Officers, 2 Warrant Officers, and 5 Enlisted U.S. Army CI 
Special Agents left Fort Holabird, MD for Paris, France. The deploying CI Special Agents 
would eventually form the 450th CIC Detachment (DET), the first U.S. Army CIC element to 
be permanently assigned to an international organization, and the first military 
counterintelligence element specifically assigned to a peacetime international organization 
to provide direct support. The mission statement of the 450th CIC DET mirrors the overall CIC 
mission: 

“The primary mission of the 450th CIC Detachment is to contribute to the successful 
operation of SHAPE through the detection of treason, sedition, subversive activity, 
and disaffection and prevention of enemy espionage and sabotage within the US 
element, SHAPE, as well as to carry out any additional counterintelligence missions 
that may be directed by the Supreme Commander, SHAPE, through the assistant 
chief of staff intelligence, SHAPE.”2 

NATO in 1951 was in a state of perpetual preparedness. Worried about the possibility of war 
in Europe for the third time in less than fifty years, the entire force of NATO focused on the 
Soviet threat to Western Europe. Counterintelligence was part of the NATO effort to stave 
off Soviet aggression and preoperational intelligence activities to support Soviet war 
planning. The 450th CIC DET provides a unique optic on NATO at the time, providing greater 
awareness of the threat, but also the internal planning challenges for the new command. 
The 450th will prove challenging to intelligence studies scholars and researchers. The 450th 



CIC DET in both its policy and activities negates some widely-accepted truths within the 
field. Some of those areas are: international intelligence cooperation; realist, as well as 
hierarchical international approaches; and quantitative analytic methodologies.  

The conventional wisdom of an all-powerful US intelligence enterprise during the Cold War 
is challenged by the behaviors of the 450th CIC DET during the 1950s. The record of the 450th 
CIC DET reflect the concept that intelligence liaison is relational and affective. In his briefing 
to the commanders of the CIC, Lieutenant Colonel Cameron, the first commander of the 
unit, reported in 1951: “Generally, each member of the detachment is charged not only with 
the conduct of counter intelligence activities, but also with the practicing of diplomacy 
which is so vital for the success of SHAPE.”3 Diplomacy at this level is not process driven or 
functionally formalized, it takes place between individuals who interact with each other. The 
diplomatic relationship and behavior on the part of 450th CIC DET counterintelligence agents 
would require real knowledge about people, culture, and behavior. These kinds of 
interactions cannot be formalized, but they can be socialized.  

Many find the very concept of counterintelligence in a multinational environment to be 
counterintuitive. However, the record of the 450th CIC DET challenges this assumption. In 
some ways, even more extreme examples of international cooperation were considered by 
the unit. On 28 May 1958, 450th CIC DET reported to the Commanding General, U.S. Army 
Intelligence Center, Fort Holabird, MD:  

“At present, plans are in progress at Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe to 
create an international Counter Intelligence Corps Detachment with 450th CIC 
Detachment as the nucleus. It is contemplated that intelligence personnel from 
British, French, and German elements also will be incorporated into this 
international detachment.”4  

Within the corpus of 450th CIC DET records, this is the only extant mention of creating such a 
unit. There are no documents before or after the memorandum that indicate a move 
toward a fully international CIC detachment. Nevertheless, the existence of the 
memorandum indicates the concept existed, was studied, and seriously considered. This by 
itself is revolutionary in our understanding of NATO and SHAPE at the time. The 450th CIC 
DET maintained a robust relationship with British, French, German, and other 
counterintelligence elements. 450th CIC DET liaison contacts in France were at the highest 
levels of the French security apparatus. These relationships were critical to the security of 
the Alliance. Furthermore, 450th CIC DET composed operational plans in the event of 
conflict, including the French and British intelligence services.  

Roots of cooperation 

The prospect of hostilities with the Soviet Union was the raison d’être of SHAPE and drive 
planning. The plans in the event of hostilities for the 450th CIC DET reflected a deep 
understanding on the part of the unit concerning the necessity of cooperating with Allies. 
That understanding in all probability has two roots, one in the nature of SHAPE and the 
other in the nature of the plans to defeat the threat posed by the Soviet Union. The very 
nature of the SHAPE staff would seem to have engendered a multinational perspective on 
the part of the participating soldiers. In addition to the very nature of SHAPE were the 



reinforcing attributes of liaison and multinational operations the 450th was engaged in 
during peacetime. The plans in the event of conflict assumed the necessity of a combined 
Allied force just for the mere survival of Alliance members. Both of these issues were 
mutually supporting and reinforcing issues that led toward the international perspective 
found in the war plans of the 450th CIC DET.  

The 450th CIC DET can be seen as a model for international counterintelligence cooperation. 
As mentioned, the concept of international intelligence sharing and liaison has been 
addressed by a number of authors. The demonstration of how an intelligence unit operates 
within an international organization, conducting counterintelligence operations, collection 
and investigations is a gap within NATO studies. Understanding the 450th CIC DET, its 
internal working, and its relationship to other Allied intelligence services is critical to 
considering the multiplicity of interconnected issues of NATO and intelligence. This criticality 
is not due to specific achievements of the 450th CIC DET or a significant undertaking, it is due 
to its very form and substance. Its existence and operations tell something about how 
intelligence services work within an international organization and military headquarters. It 
is this nature of the 450th CIC DET that makes it a significant object of study. The relevance 
of the 450th CIC Det to NATO, counterintelligence, intelligence studies, and international 
intelligence cooperation is varied, but has the common element of being an example of how 
an intelligence organization works within an international organization and provides a 
starting point for relevancy.  

Lessons and future research 

The 450th CIC DET, as the only example of a counterintelligence organization within an 
international organization, provides a set of lessons, methods, and processes to be 
integrated into future institutions. As the 450th CIC DET was a “learn by doing” organization, 
its lessons were at some points hard won. By taking the lessons and implementing them in 
future research and policy, similar mistakes can be avoided. Additionally, the command and 
control of the unit was unique and changed over time as new challenges and lessons were 
incorporated into the unit staff organization. Lastly, particular aspects of the unit provide 
fascinating leads for future research, such as the existence of International Intelligence 
Funds.5 

The experience of the 450th CIC DET shows that counterintelligence, or even intelligence in 
general, is possible within an international organization. The criticality of the mission, within 
context of liaison and echelon, makes possible the conduct of counterintelligence 
investigations and operations at SHAPE and may be possible at other international 
organizations and military coalitions, contingent on the establishment of such a 
counterintelligence organization. Arguments that intelligence or counterintelligence cannot 
be done in such an environment must account for the experience of the 450th CIC DET and 
its success in cooperating with multiple nations with various political goals and intentions. 
Those who would argue against the potentiality of intelligence organizations within an 
international organization must first prove that the experience of the 450th CIC DET was 
purely an historic oddity and not demonstrably a basis for approaching the problem.  

The gaps in research of intelligence studies, and more specifically in international 
intelligence cooperation are significant. Both as a study of a discipline and as historical 



research, the field is in need of further examination of historical events to contextualize the 
use of intelligence and counterintelligence in diverse and significant historical events. 
Fundamentally the 450th CIC DET proves an intelligence organization can work within an 
international organization, in this case the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.  
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