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PREFACE

{)} This Report is one of a series that Rand is preparing under
che sponsorship of the Advanced Research Projects Agency of the Depart-
ment of Defense. The Overseas Defense Research Office of ARPA specif-
ically asked for amalysis to be focused on the strengths and weaknesses
cf U.S. Government organization and management in the broad field of
counterinsurgency and unconventional war.

()} The present case study deals with the U.S. experience in
Laos between 1962 and 1970. Although the United States has been actively
invoelved in Laos since 1955, the Geneva Accords of 1962 opened a sig-
nificantly new chapter from the point of wiew of both policy and organi-
zation —— a period marked by the effort tce avoid the mistakes of 1955-
-1962. After 1970, the pattern of the war in Lacs seemed to change once
more, with the large-scale uséd of Thai troops, an intensified bombing
program in North Laos, and employment of irregular forces away from
their home areas. These developments, which are difficult to evaluate
given the limited information available to us so far, have not been
taken into account in the present analysis, whose conclusions apply
solely to the years 1962-1970.

(u) \The focus of the study is on organization and management;
policies are described and analyzed only as they bear on organizational
and managerial problems. But in Laos the two have been very closely
related, as the 1962 Geneva Accords imposed major political constraints
on our subsequent defensive operations and on the organization necessary
to carry out such operations.

(U) The unconventional nature of the conflict, the constraints
imposed by the Accords, the consequent demands on U.S. agencies for
innovative approaches, and the-unusual manner in which these demands
were met make Laos in 1962-1970 a case study that should be of particu-
lar interest to those Department of Defense, JCS, and military service
components concerned with unconventional conflict in remote areas. The
lessons learned from this and other case studies will be summarized in
ancther Rand report, which will make specific recommendations on organi-

zation and management in this field.
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{U)} Published Rand studies illuminating other aspects of the war
in Laas include RM-5935-ARPA, Pevolution in Laos: The North Vietrnamese
and the Pathet Leo, and RM-568B8-ARPA, The Forth Vietnamese Military

Adviser in Laos: A First-Hand Account.
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SUMMARY

{U) If one grants that the U.5. purpose in Lsos has been to
Fight a low-cost, low-profile delaying action toe preserve the Laoc
huffer zone apainat Norch Vietnamese prexsures, then the United States
during 1962~1970 largely achieved its aim. Tt managed the unconven-
tional war in Laos through the unified civilian management of field
programs, delegation of responsibility to field operators, and adap-
tive response to the real—lifﬁ-nceds in that remote scene of conflict.

(U} The situation as it wvas in 1962 placed constraints on U.S5.
pelicles and operations. Hardly a country except in the legal sense,
Laos lacked the abiliry to defend its recent independence. 1Its econ-
omy was undeveloped, its administrative capability primitive, its popu-
lation divided both ethnically and regionally, and its elire disunited
corrupt, and unfit to lead. These failings had led to the collapse
of U.S5. efforts in the 1950s to help establish an anc¢i-Communist
ragime in Lacs, and convinced Washington that a neutral govermment
would be better suited to Lao conditioms.

(C) This solution was thereupon embodied in the Geneva Accords
of 1962. A cease-fire halted the fighting between Neutralist and
Neo Lao Hak Sat (NLHS) forces on the one hand and the rightist Royal
Laoc Government (RLG) om the other, and a coalition government of
Communist, right-wing, and Neutralist elements was installed, with
the Neutralist leader Souvanna Phoums as prime minister. The Accords
went formally into effect in October 1962. Only the United States
and the USSR, however, complied with them by withdrawing their forces;
the North Vietnamese kept a substantial military presence in Lacs.

Of the three Lac armles that had been contending — 10,000 Neutralists
under Kong Le, about 20,000 Communist forces in the Lao People's
Liberation Army (LPLA), and 48,000 in che rightist Forces Armées
Royales {FAR) -- the Communists retained a major advantage after the
ceags—fire by virtue of continuing, covert North Vietnamese support.

{C) For rthe United States this created the problem of how to
sustain a neutral ad fndependent Laos within the constraints imposed

by the Geneva Accords that Hanol was disregarding. The dilemma first
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arosea with respect to the 17,000-man irregular tribal force which the
Americans originally had organized to assist the FAR. Washington
tentatively decided to continue supporting these units, though at a
reduced level and limited to defensive operations, while awaiting the
outcome of negotiations to unite and demobilize all the armed forces
of Laos.

{C) Prime Minister Socuvanca, faced with the need to maintain
the strength of the Neutraliasts and the FAR, next requested aesistance
for them as well. In response, the Imited States put together a rather
complex organization designed to avoid cutright conflict wich the
Accorda while providing aid to the Lao resistance effort. After suc-
cesaive military clashes in rhe Plain of Jars, in 1963 and 1964,
Washington adopted a posture that attempted to reconcile limited mili-
tary support of the RLG with the terms of the Accords. Departures
from these terms were to be stricely limited, carefully comtrolled,
kept incomspicuous, and undertaken only with the approval of the
Prime Miniater. An added conatraint derived from the U.5. view that
Lacs should remain a secoadary theater. Such a policy imposed a
reactive pattern on U.S. operations in Laos. Cowbined with the diffi-
culties of the envirommant, it forced the U.S. Mission to improvise
solutions to its operating problems at the same time that it freed
tl;e Mission from undue encumbrance by bureasucratic routines.

(U) In the so-called "quiet war" that followed the breakdowm of
the cease-fire, a pattern emerged that has persisted with only =minor
variationa. The fighting has been confined to areas that lie between,
and adjoin, the main territories of the tvo sides, and whose signifi-
cance is largely polirical. Most of it has been in the Plain of Jara.
The difference in the character of the opposing forces has resulted
in a seasonal cycle. The LPLA and North Vietnamese Army {NVA) forces,
originally lightly srmed guerrillas, had been forced to increaae their
size and weaponry and as a reault had become road-bound. In north-
eastarn Laos, they wvere now opposed by a popular guerrilla movement
couposed in large part of Meo tribesmen, who ambushed and harassed
the Communists"' more couventional LOC and were logistically supported

by air. In consequence, the LFLA/NVA was able to take the offensive
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only during the dry season (November to May), while the tribal irregu-
lars would try to recoup their dry-season losses when the rains all
but immobilized their enemies. Eventually, the Coamunists constructed
all-weather roads that allowed them to extend some of their aggres-
sive activity intc the rainy months. From 1968 on they made gains
every year, and in both 1970 and 1971 they threatened the heartland

of the Meo, including the headquarters at Long Tieng. But the Meo
st1ll regained much of the lost ground during the rainy season.

{(U) In this cyclical exchange, both sides seemed to be follow-
ing a taclt policy of mutual abgstention, as each avoided attacking
objectives critically important to the other. The U.5. purpose vas
to defend politically important areas without provoking powerful
enemy reactions. The Communiats, who had satisfied their minimum
objectives in Laos by controlling the corridor to South Vietnam and
maintaining a secure base for the NLHS, apparently made the additicaal
inputs required to fight the "quiet war™ in order to hold on to the
politically important terrain on the doorstep of Vientiane and pro—
tect a backdoor to North Vietnam.

(C) U.S. programs in this highly unconventional setting focused
on essentials for sustaining a Lac government caught up in incon-
clusive fighting. Small-scale and flexible, so as to fit the needs
of a low-profile delaying action, they comprised (1) rural resistance
and security activities, (2) supporting programs for such activities,
and (3} conventional military programa.

{(C) Most important in the first category vere the tribal pro-
grama conducted by CIA. They wvere, in fact, resistance movements of
the tribal populations againsr the NLHS, which was resented by the
tribes as a harsh ruler dominated by a traditional foreign enemy, the
Hlorth Vietnamese. The assurance of U.S. support, combined with cffec-
tive indigenoua leadership (particularly by the Meo general Vang Pao),
turned these attitudes into strong motivacion for a naturally warlike
people. The U.5. purpose was to create supplemental armed force with
which te help the Lao regulars defend critically important terrain.
Graduvaily, the number of tribal irregulars built up to abour 36,000,

of whom about half were organized into some J0 full-time battaliomns.
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At their peak, in 1967, the Meo occupled rerrain just outside the NLHS
headquarcers at Sam Neua. Other tribal groups fought in the norrhwest
and in the south.

{C} This effort was under close policy control from the American
Ambassador and the Department of State. CIA personnel were held to a
few hundred, many of them stationed in nearby Thailand. By agreement
with the Royal Thal Government, they were augmented by Thai special-
ists, vho were invaluable in facilitating communication between Ameri-
cans and tribesmen. In guiding the effort, the Embassy sought to avoid
overextension and overcommitment. N

{C) Parallel with the resistance effort went a limited rural
security program for the Lao-lnhabited lowlands, but it resulted in
only one major, multi-agency undertaking, in which villagers northwest
of the Bolovens Plateau, ,in Scuth Laos, were trained and armed and
some rural development and training was attemptred. After nearly three
yedrs, the experiment was curtailed, the Mission having decided that
inadequacy of leadership and lack of manpower argued against investing
scarce resources in this type of program.

(U} Although managed largely by CIA, the above programs received
a major contribution frem AID. "Refugee relief,” for example, was an
AID-spimscred program fully integrated with the tribal effort, which
sustained the families of the guerrillas and thereby provided a re-~
assurance essential to morale; AID's medical assistance program was
a simlilar, vital service to the irregular forces. AID also conducted
educational and minor development programs that buttressed the appeal
of vVang Pao to his ﬁeople. Thelr relationship eof mutual confidence
with tribal leaders helped AID's field representatives meet the
special needs of the tribes.

{C} Other U.S. programs focused on the regulsar forces but had
thelr ancenvenrlional aspects. Loglstic support for the Lao military
was the responsibility of the Requirements Office (RO), a civilian
" group within USAID that was composed of retired military specialists.
An augmented group of army and air attachés concuentrated on advising
the regular military forces at high levels. The Air Force group not

enly trained, assisted, and guided the Royal Lac Air Force {RLAF),
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put also provided links berween the Mission and USAF units in Thai-
land, thus facilitating the operations of these units in Laos.

Through the tribal program, the USAF also gained access to sifes [rom
which U.S. helicoptexrs could fly search-and-rescue (5AR) missions inte
North Vietnam, and where navigational aids for bombing operations
against North Viertnam could be installed.

{(5) As pressure from Hanol grew, USAF bombing became a sallent
fearure of the war in North Laos: sorties increased from just a few
in 1964 teo 42,000 {n FY 1970. For the first time, sophiscicated
high-performance aircraft supported a resistance movement of primicive
tribesmen, thelr choice of targets based in good part on intelligence
supplied by the tribal irregulars. Preplanned strikes were limitved
to targets that required final approval by the Ambassador himself,
and, in the early years, avolded the proximity of important centers.
(Later, a relaxarion in these rules resulted in some bombing of
civilians, an unfortunate =xcess in an otherwise carefully controlled
program.)

(C) Another unique feature of the war in Laos was the dependence
of the resistance movement on alr transport provided by private Azeri-
can contractors. Tvo firms, flying various large cargo planes, STOL
atrcraft, and H-34 helicopters, provided a most flexible and critically
important logistics capability.

{C)} The total coat of these efforts to the United States grew
with the intensaicy of the war, and in FY 1970 was estimated at soae
$260 m1llion {not counting the bombing of the Ho Chi Minh Trail).

{C)} The organization by which the Mission managed this array of
programs vas remarkable in that the Awbassador actually directed all
U.5. operations, Including (because of its political sensicivity)

U.5. military activity. One envoy, Ambassador William H. Sullivan,
later raported having arrived in Lasos with fim instructions to assume
authority over military as well as other operations, and having there-
after had no interference from Washington, vhose attention was taken
up by Vietnanm.

(U} The pattern that Ambassador Sullivan set ip his four years

in Laos was one of unified management, informality, and simpliflied,
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flexible procedures. le kept a close watch on operational derail,
and personally chaired the dally meecings of agency principals cthar
he had introduced. The Mission was strongly oriented toward the
flield, where representatives of the several agencies in turn cooper—
ated closely. Field initiatives received serious Cnnsideratién from
the Mission, and field personnel were supperted by Vientiane im cheir
sometimes unusual requests.

{U) The Lao govermmenr developed ne organlizational capability
for prosecuting the war. Its approach reflected the fact that the
controlling pelitical forces in Laos are regional, and that the
central government can take no effective action beyond the capital
without the concurrence of local chieftains. In effect, therefore,
the United States provided the skeletal structure that linked the
vartaus Lao clements nnd was able to gulde thelr operatlenal activiLy.
Certain critical ipputs, however, had to come, and did come, from the
Lac themselves: cthey wvere the initiative and strong leadership to be
found in some reglons of Laos. The Americans necessarily concentrated
their efforts in these regions, particularly in the Meo tribal areas,
and with the enterprising and well-led Lao alr force.

{U) The uncouventional military effort of the United States in
Laog, although inconclusive, thus achieved a significant part of its
goals at a relatively low cost, The constraints imposed by the primi-
tive environment, as well as those built into the Geneva Accords,
forced the U.5. representatives to improvise, to forgo large staffs,
to shun military involvement on the ground, and te rély on a small,
well-knit group of Americans to deal directly with ¢ne ancother and
with local leaders. Beyond this, rhey made a conscious decision in
favor of unified management of all activities under a civilian chief.
The resulting system, despite some wepknesses and failures, was well

suited to the particularities of the Lao situation.
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[. INTRODUCTION

(U) Since the 19405, Laos has been caught up in the wars which
have succeeded eacli other Ln che territory of the former French Indo-
china. 1In particular, North Vietnam has massively involved itself in
Laos through a client Communist party, the Phak Pasason Lac {People's
Party of Laos, or PPL), and the front group that represents Communiat
interests, the Neo Laoc Hak Sat (Lac Patriotic Front, or NLHS). This
involvement has frequently included a heavy deployment of regular
troops of the North Vietnamese Army (NVA), amounting on occaslon to
the equivalent of an army corps, in addition to various NVA service
and auwxiliary forces.

(U) In the first Indochina war, between the French and the Viet
Minh, Laos played only a limited role, although the war eventually
spread into its térritory, in 1953, vhen two columns of Vier Hinh
struck deep into Laos, taking Sam Neua town and threatening Luang
Prabang before the arrival of the rainy season forced them to return
to Vietnam. The French reaction was to reoccupy the base of Dien Bien
Phu Ln strength to guard the approaches te Lavs == with well-known
CONSequences,

(U) The Laos which emerged from the Geneva Agreements of 1954
lmmediately became the arena of an intense political conflict between
the Communists and the divided non-Communist political groups. The
Communist movement in Laos had existed obscurely since the founding
of the Communist Party of Indochina in 1930, but moved onto the scene
as an important factor in 1950 wvith the formation of the mass politi-
cal front initially called Pathet Laoc ("Land of the Lao,” or PL}). In
1954 it was wveak 1n numbers and {0 troopa (estimated at about two
thousand}, but the Geneva Agreementa included one clause which gave
it a sizable advantage in tha competition that followed. The Agree-
ments had identtfied Phong Saly and Houa Phan (San Neua), two northern
provinces bordering on Nerth Vietnam, as regroupment areas for PL
forces. After regroupment, all Lao forces were to be unified, elec-
tions held, and a united Lao government formed. However, the PL pro-

ceeded to establixh {ts owm povernment {n the rwo provinces and
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refunml 1o partlripate In the olactioma, prefnrelog Eo urpoatlate Tor
a coalition as a separate fcrpe wich its own, fully controlled geo-
graphic base.

(U} In emsence, the next eight years of political conflict re—
volved around the question of coalirion with the Communists. One
group of non-Communist politicians, led by Prince Souvanna Phouma

_(half-brother of PL leader Prince Souphanouvong), held that the
leaders of both the Communist and the non-Communist side, 1if lefr to
work out their problems, could settle thelr differences and unice the
country in a neutral framework. To the right of Souvanna were cother
factions, which argued -~ some with more and some with less fervor ——

that Laos must unite in opposition to the Communists.

U.5. INVOLVEMENT: 1955-1962

{(U) Beginning in 1955 the United States became deeply ilnvolved
in this internal conflfct. 1ts goal was to unify all non-Communist
political groups and to strengthen them militarily and economically
to the point where Laos would become a firm anti-Communist "bastion"
on the borders of China and Vietnam.

{(U) The policy had one cripping flaw. Its hidden assumption
was that Laos vas a nation with sufficlent national unity, leaderahip,
and polirical and social infrastructure to use U.S5. ald effectively
in a policy of firm resistance to its enemies. In fact, however, Laos
was and 18 not such a country. History and terrain kave divided the
lsaud into separate regions, with licttle to bind theae together. The
population is = mixture of races and religions, of primitive hill
tribes and lowland paddy-growing Lac peasants, who regard each other
with fesr and hostility. Alrhough in control of the government and
ite military forcee, the ethnic Lao comprise less than half the popu-
lation. The elite of this Lao minority is a collection of rival
clana, vho share litrle sense of national purpose but regard the
government and the public service sas an arena vhere they compete for
influence and pover to enrich themsalves.

(U} Tha country as & whole is underdeveloped in every way. A

limited road network connects the main towns along the Mekong but,
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with fev exceptions, avolds che hincerland, a rugged, roadless expanse
of jungled hills and limestone ridges. The economy is rudimentary and
incapable of supporting even the modest military and civilian services
normal to a country of three milllon, much lesa armies and clvil

services greatly swollen as a result of war. The civilian services

suffer from crippling deficlencies in training, in pay, and in tradi-
tions of service.

(1) In this envirorment, the United States found that all its
efforts to build a solid Lao government trickled off into the sand.
An atwy of 25,000 supported entirely by U.5. funds (against the advice
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) proved gravely inadequate to 1ts tasks.*
Generous economic aid was provided, including a large commodity Iimpert
program, to pay for the cost of the army. But it was mired in corrup-
tion and bald thievery. On the political side, the guarreling non-
Communist factions refused to unite despite U.S. persuasion and pres-
sure. Afrer a number of permutations, including a short-lived effort
at coalition under Souvanna Phouma (opposed by the Unired States), an
attempt was made to create a new political vehicle, the Committee for
Defense of NHational Interests (CDNI), with covert American suppn:nrt:.mr
The CDNI had some Initial success but soon became me;ely another
factional grouping no better than the others -- and one that was widely
known to have a U.5. subsidy. Two elections took place, 1in 1958 and
1960, in both of which the United States sought by various means toc
energize and assist the nationalist candidatea, always pressiang for
unity among them. The second, In May 1960, was so blatantly rigged
by the right-wing forces. led by General Phoumi{ Nosavan, that a reac-
tion set 1n.*** This resulted in a coup d'&tar, in August 1960, by an

Y
(U) Because of the restrictlons of the 1954 Ceneva Agreements,

the Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAC) in Laos vas designated
the Program Evaluations Office (PEQ) and was staffed by milicary
personnel in civilian clothes. In 1961 it was reconstituted as a
regular MAAG, in uniform.

*.(U) See Roger Hilsman, To Move a Nation, Doubleday, New York,
18967, pp. 114-115.

ki R
(U) See Arthur J. Dommen, Conflict in Laoas, Praeger, New
York, 1964, pp. 132-133.
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obscure paratrocop Captain named Kong Le, whose goal was the neutrali-
zation of Laos and an end to the interference of foreigners in Lao
affaira.

(U} Kong Le's coup brought Prince Souvanna Phouma back to power.
It also led rapidly te a polarization of forces and a military con-
frontation. With full U.S. support, General Phoumi rallied most of
the army to his standard in Savannakher, principal city in the south,
and marched on Vientiane. A battle in Vientiane in Necember 1960
caused heavy material damage but few casualties. Kong Le and his
Neurralist forces retreated northward, while Souvanna Phouma went into
exile in Cambodia, bitterly denouncing the United States for its fail-
ure to understand Lacs. Phoumi took over.

(1) PBRut Xong l.c was far from defeated. Beginning in Decemher,
vhen he had formally joined forces with the NLHS* against Phoumi, he
had been supplied by a Russian airlifr. Provisioned by Russian air-
drops, he led his forces in good order to the Plain of Jars, a wide,
rolling grassland controlling strategic road junctions in northern
Laos. There he drove the Phoumist garrisons from their bases and
selized the Xieng Khouangville airfield. With continued Russian assia-
tance, his forces and the PL unitgs allied with them began to grow in
strength, easily mastering the forces of the Vientiane factfon in
several skirmishes. A dangerous crisis loomed, involving not only
the various Lao factions but the Soviet Union and the United States

an wall.

SHIFT IN U.S. POLICY

{U} The new Kennedy Adminiscration opted for a revised double-
track strategy: a show of force to aasure the adversary that he would
have no eany victory, and a quletr effort to arrive nt an accommodn-
tion. Moscow, nc doubt aa dismayed as Washington at the prospect of

a confrontstion between the two countries in remete Laos, reacted

*
{) The Pathat Laoc reorganized themselves as the Neo Lao Haek Sat
{MLHS, or Lao Patriotic Front) in 1956.
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favorably to the American initiative. President Kennedy anngunced

his new approach to Laos on March 23, 1961. Within weeks a cease—fire
had been arranged. On May 3 1t was officlally proclaimed, and an
international conference to neutralize Laos was convened in Geneva.

(U) 1In effect, U.5. policy had taken a sharp turn away from the
goal of a scrrong, anti-Communist Laocs toward the concept of a Laocs
thar would be neutralized, policed by international agreement, and
govemed by a coalition of the right-wing, Neutralist, and Communisc
factions. Implicit in the change was an acknowledgment that the
earlier policy had failed. Observers agreed that the failure stemmed
from inadequate appreciacion of the constraints imposed by the social
and political enviromment. The material from which to build a firm
opposition to communism wis uot to be found In Laos,

{U} In the course of its effort to make political bricks without
straw, the U.5. Misgion in Vientlane had been the scene of rather
bitter disagreements among various agencies -~ disagreements more often
about tactics than about policy, and often centering around the pros
and cons of U.S. support for specific Lao personalities. Roger Hilsman
says ". . . che tragedy was that neither the Leo nor our allies could
tell who really spoke for the United States -~ vhether it was the CIA,
the military, che AID officlals or the Ambagsador. In the end there
was open quarrelling among the representatives of the different
American agencies, and . . . the United States became the butt of jokes
among both friend and foe."*

(U} In sum, the policy, the programs, and the organization of
the United States in Laos in the period between the two Ceneva confer—
ences had been sericusly inadequate. Thereafter, major changes were
made {n all chree categories. In harmony with the shift from the
policy of huilding » bastion —= and In conirant to rﬂn earller willlog-—
ness to intervene vigorously im Lao politics, to aupport generously
those who assumed an anti-Communist stance, to encourage the import of

luxury items at U.5. expense, and to indulga in internecins conflict

*
(U} To Move a Nation, p. 116.
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within the Mission —- the approach became discreec, flexible, and uni-
fied, with emphasis upon careful control and limited objectives. An
cffort was made to apply cthe lessons of previous failures.

(1) The Geneva Conference of 1962 did not, of course, solve the
aroblems of Laos. The United States again became involved in this
minviting military and pelitical terrailn, this rime largely in support
f the 1962 agreements, against renewed North Vietnam attempts to sub-
vert them. But the new Geneva Accords imposed certaln constraints upon
T.5. milictary and paramilitary activity which greatly increased the
‘lelicacy of this involvemeat and complicated the operational problems
It entailed. Nevertheless, a rather gsizable military response was
sigtered by variocus devices and expedients, all subordinate to limited
wolicy ocbjectives.

(U} The 1962-1970 Lao case Is significant because of the unique-
1e55 of the situation and of the innovative solutions attempted. It
irovides experience in the management of a novel group of unconven-
ional programs, some in the field of counterinsurgency, cothers going
eyond the content of that label as commonly understood. It also
'ncorporates nev organizational departures. In the process of de-
‘loying alrpower in support of primitive tribal irregulars, of bring-
ng about mutuyal support ameng three separate Lae ground forces and a
ao air force of independent tendencies, and of ensuring cooperation
mang a half-dozen U.5. civilian and military agencies, the United
‘tates Mission evolved empirically am approach to 1ts management tasks
hat should be of considerable Interest to students of unconventional

onflict.
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1I. THE SITUATION AT THE TIME OF THE GENEVA ACCORDS

(U) The era of the 1962 Geneva Accords formally began in Laos
with entry into force of the restrictions thact those Accords imposed
on the presence of foreign military forces. In the official view of
the fourteen participating powers, the Accords represented a new start
for Lasos, which for several years had been a cockpit of conflict be-
tveen foreign and foreign-backed military forces. That chapter of
Lac history was now officially closed.

. (U} The new chapter, which opened in October 1962, was based on
three factors, all the product of lengthy negotiations: a cease-fire,
a coalition goverpment, and the neutralizarion of the territory of
Laos. These three instruments were intended to protect the newly

pacified and stabilized country.

THE CEASE-FIRE

{U) When the cease-fire was declared on Hay 3, 1961, as a pre-
liminary to the Geneva Conference, Laoa had been the scene of an
active shooring war since Augusr 1960. There were numerous violations
of the cease—fire during the lengthy negotiations st Geneva, but most
fronts had been quiet for several months when the Accords went into
full effect. The cease-fire was not accompanied by a delineacion of
the boundaries of the areas controlled by the two sides.* It was to
be policed by an augmented Intermational Control Commission (ICC)
composed of contingents provided by Poland, Canada, and India and pre-
sided over by an Indian. Increased in size snd equipped with some
helicopters, the ICC was given the task of watching over the imple-
mentation of the Accords throughout the i{golated, rugged, and virtu-
ally empty back-country of Laos as well as in the areas aloag the
Mekong vhich wvere accessible but of limited importance. This was an
impossible task without the cooperation of the authorities in the areas
concerned. The NLHS very quickly made it clear that the ICC would not
be permitted access to territory it controlled excapt with prior

approval and under severe restrictions.

*
{U} See p. 13 for a description of the two areas.
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ZIE COALITION GOVERNMENT

(U} The second facror of importance was the coming inte office
of the coalition government composed of Neurralist, right-wing, and
Cormunist elements under the premierahip of the Neutralist leader,
Souvanna Phouma. The coalition purported to be the unified government
of Laos, and cabinet posts had been apporrioned among the various
parties after lengthy negotiaclons. In appearance Lt brought rogether
under the leadership of Souvanna both the veteran leader of the Lao
Patrioric Front, Prince Souphanouvong (Souvanna's half-brother), and
the military leader of the rightlats, Ceneral Phoumi Nosavan. This
appearance of unity was belied, however, by the de facto partition of
the country into two segments, one of which was governed by the NLHS
and the other by the central govermment of Souvanna Phouma. The NLHS,
despite its membership in che coalitfion, very rapidly took the posi-~
tion that representatives of the Royal Lao Government (RLG} had no
right to enter and travel in the portion of the country under NLHS
caontrol without NLHS approval. The nominally unitary form of govern-
ment was thus mere window-dressing for a de facto partition along the

linea of the cease-fire.

NEUTRALIZATION

{U} A key document of the Geneva Accords was the Protocol setting
forth 1n detall the terms that were to govern the neutralicy of Laos
and, most particularly, the limitatrions on any foreign military pres-
ence, "regular or irregular." The Protocol prohibiced any foreign
military activity, except for a French military training mission and
the normal contingents of foreign military artach&a. Its terms were
also to be enforced by the strengthened ICC. In QOctcber 1962, vwhen
the foreign governments which had previously deployed military elements
in Laos announced that they had withdrawnm all mil{tary persomnel not
permitted under the Accords, they had actually made rhe following new

dispoaiciona:

(U} The USSR. Soviet military activity had been limited to pro-
viding an airlifr of weapons and supplies to the NLAS and Neurralist
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forces beginning in December 1960. It operated via North Vietnam.

Very few Soviet personnel were stationed in Laos in this commection,
and lictle is known about them except that a small advisory mission
wag stationed on the Plain of Jars and that all were withdrawn before
the Accords went into full effect. The airlift was disecontinued in

December 1962. Training of the NLHS and Neutraliscas in the use of the

Soviet equipment brought In by the alellfe bad been provided not by
Soviet personnel but by North Vietramese.

(U} North Vietnam. VU.S5. estimares placed the number of North

VYietnomese Army troops in NLHS areas at 6,000 just prior to the
Accords. The NVA had complied in a merely token fashion with the re-
quirements of the Geneva Protocol on neutralizarion, officially putting
450 personnel through the ICC checkpoinr on the Plain of Jars and onte
aircraft for Hanol. Most of the rest were presumably disposed some-
where in NLHS territory, although some probably were withdrasm. In
view of the ease and rapidity with which NVA forces cpuld be shuttled
back and forth between Laos and North Vietnam, it was not necesgary

to retain a larger number in Laos than were immediately required.

(5) The United States. The Military Assistance Advisory Croup

(MAAG) was complecely wichdraun.* Alse vithdravn were several hundred
U.S. Special Forces personnel (designated White Star Teams) who had
been organizing trihal irregulars. A total of 666 American milltary
personnel lefr Laos, as well as 403 Filtpinos who had been brought in
to supplement the limired Lao capabilities for logistic support and
technical maintenince. Host Central Intelligence Agency personnel vho
had been working along with the Speclal Forces as advisers to the
tribal irregulars were also withdrawn. But a small nucleus in Thalland

reapined available on a standby basis for reasons explained below.

(S) Thailand. A special Royal Thai Army unit numbering a few
hundred had been established to work with CIA in the tribal areas.

They were withdrawn, but, as in the case of CIA personnel, some re-

mained available in case of need.

*
(U} The MAAC had replaced the civilianized PEQ in April 1961.
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{(U) There was no significant Souch Vietnamese, Chinese Communisc,
or Chinese Nationalist military presence in Laos at this time. Om
cccaslon, aome elements of the ex-Chinese Nationalist irregulars who

had settled down and lived by opiluwm—-smuggling in the tri-state horder

region of Thailand, Burma, snd Lsos would slip intu Lave. Thelr tley

with Taivan were tenuous, and they had little military or political

gignificance.

STATUS OF THE VARIOUS LAO ARMED FORCES

(v} As-for the armed forces of the variouvs Lao groupa, each
component of the coalition had itrs wilitary underpinning. The Neutral-
ist forces ware the least effective, having been hastily improvised
around the figure of Kong Le. They totaled about 10,000 men directly
under the former paratroop captain -- now promoted to general -— plus
another 2,000 in Phong Saly under a local "war lord"-whese loyalty to
Kong Le was doubtful. The 48,000-uan right-wing FAR (Forces Armées
Royales) was the largest component of rhe armed forces, but its fight-
ing qualities were unimpressive, it having been built up hurriedly
with inadequate leadership. Finally, there were the armed forcea of
the NLHS, which then bore the name Pathet Lao Fighting Forces and
wvere astimated to be in the neighborhood of 20,000. Some of theae
werse formed into companies and battalions; the rest were scattered
local forcea under the control of Communist provincial authorities.

A porrion of the BVA forces mentioned above were advisers and speclal-
ists sseigned to the NLHS military snd civilian commaonds.

{C} 1In addition to thege regular forces, the White Star Teanms
and CIA had recruited, and in 1960-1962 had hastily armed, sowe
irregular groups ia every saction of Laocs. At the time the program
was suspended, thesse groups numbered 17,000. They were entirely tribal
ad athnically non-Lao. Tha purpose behind their recruitment and
organization had been to provide the RLG with auxiliary units that
could confront the NLHS forces in mountainous aress, where the FAR
functioned poorly if at all and where, conssquently, the NLHS held
virtually uncontestad swvay. The most important group among these

armed tribeeman, both in terms of quality and i{n numbers, were the Meo.
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" Their commander was Colonel (later Major General) Vang Pao, an offi-
cer of the FAR who was also a Meo tribal leader and an able guerrilla
chieftain. Vang Pao had participated in French-organized guerrilia
operations durtng the Firet Tndochinag war aod had Impresssfee leader-
ship qualities. Others vho participated in irregular accivicy in-

cluded groups from the large Mon-Khmer complex of tribes called Laa

Theung In the north and Kha (a pejorative Lao designation meaning

slave) in the south. The Yao tribe in Northwest Laos was alsoe {n-

valved, through 1ts traditional leaders Chao Mal and Chao La.

{5) An apparatus which provided training, guidance, weapona, and
amsunition to the tribal groups and ipcluded an air delivery syatem
based on private American alr companies had been created by the United
States. (It will be described Iin some detail later.) The dispoesition
of this apparatus and the posirtion of the United States vis-i-vis the
tribal guerrilla movement had been the subject of intense debate
within the U.5. Government during the Geneva negotiations. Even after
the ceane-fire of May 1961, sporadic and occasionally heavy fighting
took place as the tribal forces came under NLHS attack. But the
tUinited States halted che program of arming additional tribesmen and
limited the effort to self-defense. By October 1962 a lull had fallen
over the battrlefield in the tribal areas, and the deciaion was made
to leave the tribesmen with a capability to conduct short-term defen-
sive operationa eonly. At the same time, certain standby arrangements
were made to facilitate a revival of support activity to tribal groups
should they come under Communiat attack. Souvanna Phouma was dis-
creetly advised of this decision. - He did not demur, although at the
time ha had no sympathy with the Meo and the other guerrillas, whom
ha viswed with traditional Lao suspicion aggravated by the facc thac
the program had been sponsored by his polirical opponents, the right-

ists under Ceneral Phoumi Nosavan.
{5) At this point, the various programs identified with tribal

irregulars wvere little more than relics inherited from an earlier set
of cbjectives and related policies. Indeed, they were something of an
embarrassment zince they ran counter to the objectives of current

pelicies. The hope was that they could be wound dowvn and temminated
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15 the RLG developed its capability to defend its territory, including
*he tribal areas. As we know, matters took a rather different turm,
"he principal reason being that the Communist side had distinctly
ontrasting objectives. We will therefore briefly describe the situa-
ion and background of the Communist movement in Lacs, to complete

ills sketch of the setting in 1962,
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1II. THE COMMUNIST SIDE

(1) By 1960, the Communist movement had reached the point uvhere
it disposed of an army of 20,000 and, nominally at least, controlled
a population estimated at between 800,000 and 900,000 -- out of an
astimated total of 2,750,000. The territory claimed by the NLHS con-
sisted of a wide strip that roughly -- but with some exceptions -~
-_-f_o.lloued the frontier of Laos with Vietnam and China. The depth of
the strip averaged 60 to 70 kilometers. In the northerrmost province
of Phong Saly (a kind of peninsula surrounded on three sides by China
and North Vietnam), a nominally Neutralist leader, Khamcuane Boupha,

wvas in power. He soon found it opportune to throw in his lot with

the pro-Communist faction of Neutralists.
{U) The portion of Laocs under Communist control included few

pepulation centers, none of them large. It was rugged and isolated,

and lighrly populated wirh an extremely varied ethnic mix, ian vhich

the Lac were a df{grinct minority. Indeed, the part of Laos under

Comnpunist control was not representative of a typically Lao culture
and economy. The Lao are a riverine people, who cultivate "wet" rice
and whose historic home has been the Mekong Valley lowlands. In the
mountainous area away from the Mekong, the inhabitants are largely
non-Lao, tribal, and non-Buddhist. They depend on upland "dry" rice
cultivation and glash-and-burn agriculture. As a cash crop, they grow
opium, because it iz easfly trransported by man or animal pack and thus
¢an reach the markets in this roadless land. The dependence of the
NIHS on foreign support decreed that this wovement, which claimed to
represent all the Lao, should be concentrated in areas where there
wvere few Lao, and few towns or roads or other development, but which
vere only a few days' march from North Vietnam and China.

(U} The NLHS government and its chief, Prince Souphanouvong,
together with the Lan Communist Parcy and its chief, Xaysone Phomvilan,
.had thetr headquarters in Sam Neus, 30 miles from North Vietnam.

After the intensive bombing of Communist-held Laos 'cmenced in 1965,
-"fovernment and Party moved into an extensive netvork of caves in the

limeatone karst a few miles vest of Sam Neua. From there Lt now
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controls in some degree more than half the land surface of lLaos, in
which about 40 percent of the population lives.

(U) It has been established through the questioning of defectors
and refugees that the NLHS is supported and sustained ac all cricical
points by the North Vietnamese, including civilian technicians,
Communist Party cadyres, milfcary advisers, and troops.* North Vietr-
namese advisers are actached to NLHS governmental and milirary units
throughout the area controlled by the Communist side. In additlon to
North Vietnamese advisers, tactical units of North Vietnamese troops
have spearheaded all important military attacks undertaken by the
NIHS. At least three different kinds of North Vietnamese military
presence have been distinguished by analyats: First, a network of
milicary advisers assigned to LPLA units dowm to battalion and to the
independent companies In each province; second, a permanent presence
of an average of one NVA company per NLHS province; third, the mobile
force of North Viatnamese brought into Lacs for a partlicular purpose,
and remaining only until that purpose 1a acconplished.** During the
height of the 1970 dry-season campaign it was estimated that some
67,000 NVA troops were operating on Lao nnil-*** Of these, large
numbers ware North Vietnamese laborers organized in construction
battalions that worked on the road networks which connect North Vietnam
with the battlefields in South Vietnam and also with those in North
Laos.

{(U) In addition, there have recently been 3 few thousand Chinese
Communist troops, organirad in construction battalions, vho are
building roada 1iﬁk1ng principal points in Northwest Laos with each
other and with China. This Chinese presence appears to be supportive
to the North Vietnamese rather than_cOmpetitive. Its significance
as a token of Chinese intereat in the area is potential rather than

actual.

*(U) P. F. Langer and J. J. Zasloff, Revolution in Lacas: The
North Vietnanese ond the FPathet Lao, The Rand Corporation, RAM-5935-
ARPA, September 1969, pp. 141ff. The author i1s indebted ro this basic
atudy of communism in Leos for much of the information-Iin chis aection.

AN
Ibid., pp. l41ff.

F1 T
President Hixon's statement of March 6, 1970.
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(u) The North Vietnamese have also assumed the burden of supply-
ing scarce and essential techmical skills (especially ia the medical
fLeld, technical training, and higher education} and a regular flow of
essantial supplies. The regime which they advise and guide is en-
deavoring to duplicate on Lao soil a rudimentary versiom of a Commu-
nist regime, but it has neither the administractive capability nor the
cachnical and economic base to permit full-fledged socialist policies.
On .the political side, however, the attempt results more nearly in a
faded carbon copy. The same network of front groups, covering all
the main interests of the cirizenry, has been set up by the NLHS under

tha senisecret direction of the Party. Propaganda themes closely

follow Radio Hanot.
{U) The attitude of the pecple under NLHS control toward that

regime 1s a subject about which licctle authoritative information is
wai.lal:le.1~ Among rhe tribal elements who make up a large part of
that population, loyalty is generally given to traditional chiefrains.
The Communists have recognized this factor, and at an early date were
able to recruit into their movement several Meo ieaders, among them
Fay Dang, a chieftain of stature. An even more important catch was
Sithon Khommadam, the tribal leader of the Loven people, who live on
and north of the Bolovens Plateau.

(V) But other important Meo tribal leaders refused to join the
movement ogtensibly led by Prince Souphancuvoag. These included Touby
Lyfong, the parsmount chief, and Vang Pao, a member of a high-ranking
family, both of whom remained loyal to rhe French and later to the
fuccessor state, the RLG, and to the King of Laos. The Meo were thus
divided in loyalty, but the majority ultrimately tock up arms against
the NLES. The latter retained its hold most firmly in areas where an
outstanding leader such as Sithon Khomxadam, a legendary hero to his

People, was able to sway their loyslties. In other areas large numbers

*(ll) Some very useful debriefing material based on questioning
of rafugees from the Plain of Jars who had lived under NLHS rule for
ten years was prepared by Mr. E. McKeithen of AID/Lacsa. These rafu-
gees had lived under close supervision and were not typical of the
Population in areas avay from main centers. They strongly resented
the hasvy exactions snd minute control to which they were subjectad.
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of cribespeople avalled themselves of the opportunity to take up arms
agalnst the NLHS. However, such opportunities could only he of fered
in areas where conditions were favorable.

(U} Communist-controlled Laos may be sald to be a terricory
where the NLHS has tried to duplicate in rudimentary fashion the
features typical of Communist govermment in Horth Vietnam, but where
it succeeds only partially because of the hackwardness and also the
[ndependent spirit of cthe people, the lack of development of the
councry, and the slenderness of NLHS resources. Such success as the
movement has derives in large part from the skills and rescurce

inputs of 1ts North Vietnamese sponsors.
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their representatives conformed with the letter and

apirit of President Kennedy's letter, and there was

an equal emphasis to the Ambassador, to my prede-

cesgor, and to my successor om keeplng the ayscem

intacc.®

(U} As important as thias past history in sctrengthening the hand
of ctha Ambassador to Laos in recent yeara was the effect of the policy
of support for the Geneva Accords, which has had the unforeseen re-
ault of enlarging ambassadorial authority in the one area where the
Kennedy letter had restricted it: in situations where U.S. military

" forces are deployed and an operational command exists. President

Kennedy had said: "The lina of authority to those forces runs from
me to the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs of Scaff in
Uashington, and to the area commander in the field.” The Ambassador
wae to ba kept informed by the military commander, with the right of
appeal to the President in matters affecting U.S. relations with the
local government. Such was the policy. But in Laos this policy came
into conflict with the Geneva Accords -- which ruled out a U.5. mili-
tary command — and with the desire of the United States to minimize
ocbvious departures from the rules while still supporting a military
affort. To quote again from Sullivan's testimony,

. « » There {s no organic military command present

and functioning, on Lso soil or within the confines of

Laoc territory; . . . many functions that would ordi-

narily in a circumstance such as we face in Laos be a

direct rasponaibility of the military chain of command

coming up through the Joint Chiafs. By virtue of the

1962 agrasmants and by virtue of the circumstances pre-

vailing {n Laos, these are matters which fall within

the province of the Ambassador and of the policy

directions.**

(U) Thus, by dint of special circumstances, Laos has become the
aetting for an organizational arrangement, somevhat unusual in U.S.
experience, in which s civilian official wields significant wartime

- military authority. U.S. hiatory provides mora than a fev examples

of military officers with proconsular powers, particularly in the

'(u) Ibid.
") mid., pp. $17-518.
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{C} In addition, Sulliven draws attention to several factors
atemming from Administrarion attitudes regarding Laos and from some
of the personalities most deeply involved. First, it was a relatively
limited operation both in the area and in the size of the forces in-
volved, making it easier for an ambassador to maintain a grip on the
situation. He also believes that "the siruastion in Laocs was so con—
fused and confusing, so unattractive that the Joint Chiefs really
didn't want to take it on, They were never quire sure that {t wouldn't
all collapae the day after tomorrow, and they didn't really want to get
themselves in the position of being responsible for a fiasco, so I
don't think there was any great thrust of urgency to take it uver."*

(C) Indeed, according te Sullivan, the Washington tendency was
to rely on one man, Averell Harriman, to keep watch over Laocs policy
for the President. Harriman in tumm was a strong proponent of ambas—
sadorial authority. He handpicked senior officers and made 1t clear
to them personally before their departure from Washington that they
would ba expected to accept and support the authority of the Ambas-
sador. "Alrhough,” says Sullivan, "I was looked on as some sort of
extension of Harriman, the fact is that, by the time I went to Laos
as Anbassador, I had baen working here very closely with Mac Bundy,
Bob McNsmara, Bus Wheeler, and John McCone, and all the other bosses
of the individual members of the team ocut there, all of whom I could
get in touch with directly. I think probably everybody on my ascaff
knew that, so that was & factor in giving a certain amount of cohesion
to our operatiom.”™

(C) One last point in the Ambassador's analysis of the basis
upon vhich he wag able to develep a wall-integrated operation 1s alsao
significanc: "Finally, by the time I arrived in Laoca in late 1964,

everyons in Washington who might have concerned himself with sending

‘(U) Gther diacussions of military attitudes toward Laos after
the Accords suggest that the Joint Chiefs preferred not to bacome
involved in military responsibility for Lacs under the texrma of a
policy vhich ramtricted thair freedom of action. See, for example,
Hilsman, To Move a Natiom, Part IV.
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reaistance movement, was a hlghly unconvencional program flexlbly
handled. Indeed, few U.S.-supported programs in Laos could be called
conventional. Even the MAP was less guilty in Lacs than it has been
elsewhera of the fzlling which Colonel Amos A. Jordan, Jr. and other
commentators have called Wuirror—imaging."*

(C) The most lnnovative aspect of the program was the over-all
concept of an unconventional military campaign based on primitive
tribal groups, supported by a variety of U.S. agencies, and managed
to a large degree by civilians in a eivilian chain of command. This
vas not only withour precedent; 1t was largely unplanned, having
developed out of che situation and from the available means as an
adaptive regponse to a highly atypical combination of circumstances.
ilte clearly, so flexible yer complex n form of ccoperatlon and
harmonization of the very different organizations involved could not
have takan place without unified direction at the top.

(S) The development of the tribal forces into an effeccive fight-
ing unit was CIA's najor contribution. Nothing of the sort, depending
50 completely on airczraft for logistical support, had previously been
attemptad. CIA pioneered also in the employment of third-country
(Thailand) personnel to provide eritical skills and to keep the U.S,
presence to a minimua. Recognizing that the appeal of the movement
to the Meo depended in some part on the eventual realization of an
improved standard of life for the tribal viliages, it sypported a
variety of educarional and small-scale agricultural efforts. CIA
also had the Elexibility both to see the possaibilities and to impro-
vise the faci{lities for s radio station that could carry the movement's
message throughout the tribal area.

(U} AID's Refugee Relief Program also was unusually flexible,
particularly in its atcitude toward meeting field requirements, with
tha accompanylng delegation ol conailderable authority to [leld par-

sonnel. With this kiad of authority, fleld representatives were able

*(U) Cf. Foreig~ Aid and the Dafonse of Southaast Asia, Praeger,
New York, 1962, in which Jordan criticizes the military's tendency to
Ilmpose U.S. doctrins and mat&risl on clients, regardless of

sufitability.
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versus the higher performance of propeller-driven alrcraft in close
support of irregular forces. That no unconventional alircraft were
assigned to suppoll of the unconventional war suggeets & rigidicy
which could not be overcome by the limited degree of leverage avall-
able to the Ambassador.

(C) Both these exomples {1lustrate the limits to the =pan of
control over the asyscem in Laos and the very evident inability of that
system to establish substantial influence over the deployment of major

military combat assets oT OVer the tactical concepts employed in such

CcASCS .
SUMMING UP

(C) Despite the inadequacies and fallures -- some of which per—
sist —— the weight of evidence justifies the conclusion that the

ad hoe and unprecedented arrangements for managing U.S. inputs 1in
Laos met the challenge. They account in large part for the limited
bur significant success in that remote conflict during 1962-1970:

1. The character of the war and the constraints of policy and
environment placed a premium on adaptive response to the remote and
exotic world of the Lao and the tribesmen. Thia response was made
possible by the delegation of responsibility to field representatives,
who were able to match needs with capablilities, a process wvhich de-
pended on rapport with local leadership and nutual confidence between
U.S. personnel and thelr clients.

2. The institutional Tesponse remained flexible and innovative
in part because the orgnnlzntion-renllned small and lean and in part
because leadership orisnted {tself on the field and on the nead to
meat field Tequirements.

3. The leadership alsc played a crivical role in grasping the
authority offered to it and In using it to shape an affectively uni-
fied organization under genuine eingle manegement in the fisld. Most
importsot in thias regard was the aubordination of military activity to
politicsl control in keeping with nonmilitary requirements and goals.

(U} A wealth of useful lesscns is embeddad in the Laocs axpari-

ence despite the uniquencss of the circumstances. 0f courws, DO
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