'ENYTimes

xcerpts From Laird’s News Conference on Bombing

BEG2-8-1871

Following are excerpts
‘from a news conference by
‘" Secretary of Defense Melvin
‘R. Laird in Washington yes-
.terday, as recorded by The
"New York Times through the
-facilities of A.B.C. News:

. Q. Mr. Secretary, can you
~tell us anything at all about
“what youre now calling
»limited-duration  protective-
“reaction strikes in North
- Vietnam? It seems that we’ve

renewed bombing the North.

- A. There are strikes cur-
rently authorized on request
~from our commanders in
‘Southeast Asia, recommenda-
‘tions made by the Chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
;and approved by the Presi-
dent and myself. In Saigon,
.a statement was made cover-
ing these strikes, which are
of limited duration, but I
will have nothing further to
add to the statement that
was made in Saigon which
has been made available to
all of you at this time.
.. Q. Mr, Secretary, without
lgetting into the specifics,
“have we reversed our policy
;set in 1968 of ceasing to
‘bomb North Vietnam?

A. You will refer to the
'so-called understanding of
21968. I would like to stress
vat this time that quite re-
“cently cities have been shelled
‘in the South; on Dec. 19
‘Saigon was shelled. There
;have been DMZ violations by
“the North Vietnamese, par-
‘ticularly the construction of
“an infiltration road through
“the DMZ. '

There have been mno
‘substantive megotiations as
:promised in 1968. ' Fourth
point, unarmed reconnaisance
.planes have been attacked.
Also, in the month of Decem-
‘ber more U.S.'planes of all
types have been attacked by

North Vietnam than in any.

month since I have been Sec-
retary of Defense.
‘Now it is obvious that the

enemy has been confused

since many of the public
statements which they have
made in the last 36 hours
have been erroneous. I don’t
want to give him any in-
formation at this' time which
would endanger our pilots
as they carry out these
strikes to protect our di-
minishing forces in South
Vietnam.

‘Are They a Dead Letter?”

Q. Are you saying then
that the understandings are
a dead letter?

A. No, I'm saying that the
understandings must be lived
up to be both sides and the
enemy has shown through
the five acts that I have cited
that they clearly have not
lived by those understand-
ings. These strikes, as was
anounced in Saigon, are of
a limited duration and when
they are terminated an an-
nouncement will be made
there.

Q. They go beyond your
previous definition of pro-
tective reaction, do they
not?

A. No, they are primarily
for the protection of Ameri-
can service personnel—the
diminishing levels, we’re
down to below 160,000
Americans today in Vietnam.
This is from the high troop
ceiling of 549,500, when I
assumed the responsibility in
the Nixon Administration for
the Defense Department.
There has been a wsubstan-
tial decrease, but this sub-
stantial decrease has gone
down to 160,000 and it is
very important that we pro-
tect those Americans.

Q. Mr. Secretary, would
you say though that these
strikes are more in the cate-
gory of attrition and inter-
diction rather than protec-
tion reaction? In other words,
you're striking at supplies
and so forth. '

A, Well, I don’t know what
term you want to use. I
don’t believe you can always

get a nice short term to use.
They have the primary em-
phasis of protecting the re-
maining forces of Americans
that are in Vietnam today.

Q. Specifically, what is
happening; there’s a danger
to the remaining forces.
Why the increase in the
amount—number of planes?
What are they doing to
prompt the new numbers?

A. Of course, we have had
strikes since I have been Sec-
retary of Defense that have
been of a larger nature in a
24-hour period than in the
last 24-hour period. I'm sure
you're aware of that. The
situation is such that the
five violations which I have
pointed out I think are cer-
tainly known to all of you
as you've been covering this
building during the past few
months.

‘Clearly A Violation®

Q. Mr. Secretary, that road
through the DMZ you men-
tioned is. I think, a year or
so old. Are you saying that
it’s being used for infiltra~
tion now?

A. Well, P’m not going to
get into the road—even the
construction of the road, the
use of this road is clearly a
violation of the understand-
ing.

Q. Mr. Secretary, what does

this air action do to the "

American prisoners in view
of North Vietnam’s warning
that there would be mo re«
leases as long as North Viet-
namese territory is violated?

A. We will continue to take
those necessary military ac-
tions to protect the remain-
ing forces in South Vietnam.
Now as far as the failure of
North Vietnam to live by the
Geneva conventions, I have
cited that on many occasions
and they continue to violate
the Geneva conventions in
almost every provision.

This is the humanitarian
issue, of course, as far as the
P.O.W.'s are concerned, and

-any

the Geneva conventions are
very clear. There is an abso-
lute violation of the Geneva
conventions by the enemy.

Q. Mr. Secretary, you men-
tioned a while ago that thére’s
been attack on more U.S.
planes of all kinds in Decem-
ber than at any time since
you've been Secretary of
Defense.
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dition to the attacks on our
reconnaisance aircraft in the
North.

Q. Well, sir, my question
is, is there any feeling that
we may have to slow down

e pace of the Vietnamiza-
tion effort or will we con-
tinue.

A. I'd like to stress that
I'm in complete accord with
the statement made by Sec-
cretary Rogers at his year-
end press briefing on Tuesday
of last week. The withdrawal
program will continue.

Shift by Foe Discerned

Q. Mr. Secretary, in your
opinion, as we move into
1972, does the other side
have the capability to launch
significant  offensives
into any of the military re-
gions of Vietnam?

A. I think the North Viet-
namese have decided because
of the increased security
within Vietnam and the prog-
ress that has been made with
all the military aspects of
the Vietnamization program
to concentrate its efforts in
Laos and in Cambodia. And
possibly in Military Region
IL I think that between now
and the time that the Presi-
dent goes to China there is
g possibility of increased ac-
tivity on the part of the
North Vietnamese. This has
been shown in the last few
weeks not only in Laos but
also in Cambodia. It was pre-
dicted by me on my return
from Vietnam.

I think we can look for
other high points as far as
the enemy is concerned, pos-
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sibly near the election period
here in the United States. I
think that this kind of an
effort will be made by the
North Vietnamese.

Now I am confident that
the South Vietnamese can
handle the situation in South
Vietnam. That program of

Vietnamization and turning -

over the military responsi~
bility there is moving on
'schedule or ahead of sched-
ule. 'm confident that we
will have success with that
program,

Q. Mr. Secretary, are you
connecting those two events
— the President’s trip to
China and the increased ac-
tivity. In other words, you
think they’re trying to cast a
shadow on that visit? -

A. Well, I think that the
reason for the activity in
Laos and Cambodia is re-
lated to the increased secu-

rity capabilities of the South’

Vietnamese in South Viet-
mnam. And in order to mount
any kind of military activity

at this time, they have in-,

creased their efforts outside
of Vietnam.

If They Don’t Get Message

Q. Mr. Secretary, are you
saying in effect that if the
North Vietnamese don’t get
the message that these bomb-
ings will continue, they
won’t remain of limited du-
ration. '

A. I'm not going to discuss
future military operatjons. I
don’t believe that any useful
purpose is served by a dis-
cussion of possible future
military operations. But I

"would not rule out future
military operations either.

Q. Mr.  Secretary, you
said between now and China,
you would expect increased
activity by the N.V.A.

A. Well, I believe that dur-
ing this particular period
during the next two months
there may be — there is evi-
dence that they have in-
creased their activity. They
have increased the activity in

Laos. The North Vietnamese
have increased their activity
in Cambodia and they quite’
possibly could increase their
activity along the border and
Military Region II. That was
the context in which I made
my remarks. This could take
place during the months of
January and February. We've
already seen the indications
of this increased activity in
Cambodia and in Laos.

Q. You talk about the
splendid success that you
have had with the Viet-
namization program in South
Vietnam, which has forced
the enemy to move into other
spots which are not so dif-
ficult, like Cambodia and
Laos. Is it conceivable that
Cambaodia may be the Archil-
les heel of the Vietnamiza-
tion program?

A, The President has said
that a conscious decision has
been made by our Govern-
ment regarding the kind of
support we will give in Cam-
bodia. That conscious deci-
sion which has been made
was different than the de-
cision ‘made by the previous
Administration as far as
South Vietnam is concerned.

North Laos is a continuing
problem as far as the mili-
tary situation is concerned in
that .area. The North Viet-
namese have a great capabil-
ity. They have increased
their troops in the northern
Laos area. This is a military
operation which is not con-
ducted by the Department of
Defense or is not the re-

- sponsibility, of course, of the

Secretary of Defense as the
Vietnamization program is.

The decision as far as Cam-
bodia is concerned, is one in
which we are giving military
assistance and went to the.
Congress, and our military
assistance program was ap-
proved.

As far as direct participa--
tion by the United States,
this is limited, There are no

advisers as such operating in
Cambodia. We have the mili-
tary-assistance delivery team.
We have the program which
is limited by Congressional
action and also by decisions
which have been approved by
the President of the United
States,

Report on Air Activities

Q. Mr. Secretary, are you
willing to release figures
showing the level of U.S, air
efforts in northern Laos and
Cambodia?

A. Yes, we are working
out such a report, in ac-
cordance with the require-
ments of the new Congress-
sional legislation. That will
be delivered to the Congress
upon its return. I would point
out, however, that, contrary

_to the impression that some
hage, Xvethhavg substantially
reduce e air activities in
Southeast Asia. We have re-
duced the tactical air sorties
to approximately 20 ‘per cent
of what they were in the
last year of g&e; previous
Administration.*We have re-
duced the B-52 sorties from
a sortie rate which was run-
ning at 1,800 sorties a month
to a sortie figure which is a
thousand or below.

Q. If the South Vietnamese
do not withstand an all-out
North - Vietnamese - attack,
will the North Vietnamese in
effect be able to capture Sai-
gon and all these cities?

A. The Vietnamization pro-
gram- gives the South Viet-
namese the capability to de-
fend their country and that
program. is moving forward
on schedule in all areas. As
the - ‘Secretary of -State in-
dicated as recently as Thurs-
day—and I am in complete
accord with him, I discussed
this matter with him prior
to his meeting with the press
—our withdrawal program
will go forward. Your ques-
tion is, indeed, a very iffy
question bv* I am confident
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the situation which you out-
lined will not occur. .

Q. What is the difference
between your policy now, .
where 350 airplanes are re-
ported to have been on a raid
—and we’ve seen nothing, no
statement from here as to
how many planes that in-
volved—what’s the difference
between. your policy and
[Robert S. McNamara’s] pol-
icy on the punitive retaliatory,
actions of bombing the
North, It’s mot clear in my
mind -— you mentioned the
violations .in the North and
you implied that this was a
retaliatory effort. bl

" A. The major difference, of
‘course, is that these are of
limited duration, and the -

‘termination will be announced

and then we will give you the
complete information regard-
ing the use of airpower during
the last few days when the
limited-duration ~ strikes are
terminated.

You can see that there’s a
great deal of confusion on
the part of the enemy, since
many of the public state-
ments that they are making
-today, and made yesterday,
are erroneous. I do not be-
lieve that it would serve the
safety of the American pilots
that are involved for us to g0
beyond this. But I can assure
you that this information will
be made available to you as
soon as the limited-duration
strikes are terminated,

Q. Mr. Secretary, is that a
guarantee that you will te]]

-us what the targets were,

because that would
departure? :

A. Well, the targets are
military targets that are au.
thorized to be hit at the pres-
ent time.

Q. Mr. Secretary, in your
opmion is there anything
that the N.V.A. can. do be.
tween now and February that
would make the President’s
position more difficult when
he arrives in Peking?

A. No,

be a mew



