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Hong Kong

The sudden evacuation of
Saigon and the collapse of
.the South Vietamese govern-
ment left the United States
with a nightmarish tangle of
shipping and ssuppliés scat-
tered across the Pacific and
now pl_ng up in Asian ports.

Gettmg the initial pileup
straightened out will take
months, and the legal com-
plexities of who owns what
and who pays for whal may
take years to settle.

Nobody has any deeciirate
dollar estimate — in part be-
cause a lot of files remain in
Saigon — but it certainly
runs te: many miilions. The
overallk American aid pro-
gram was ruming at more
than - $300 .million annually
when the collapse came. And
at any given momentﬁmur’h
of that was tied uni
already at sea
along that fhey could no
ilybe turned back. i

It is really a mﬁmmdzﬂ
-said  Cliff Frink, former sen-
ior official of the Agency for
International Development
mission in Saigon. He'came
out on evacuation day and is
now in charge of fmdlng out
where ever ything is ‘and
putting the whole mess into
some kind of situation that
can at least be recognized if
no’c Jmme(hatelv solved.

5. job was comph
by the fact that orders fIaﬂv
stopping all govem,ment-
financed cargo to Saigon
were not issued until the last
possible moment. And even
those orders, for instance,
could not halt cargo that
was inextr icably mixed with
other goods headed for Asia
from:American ports.
The U.S. Embassy in Sai-
gon at that time was still
fighting for more congres-
sional aid, not to stop the
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things already onthe way.

‘Now, weeks after South
Vietnam collapsed, cargoes
are still turning up.

These cargoes are being

“taken off at Hong Kong, Ma-

and Taiwan. There are ATD
officers in all ports working
under Frank’s direction to
untangle the mtuatlon.

In all these congested
ports, extra warehouse
space must be found. In
Hong Kong AID has asked
for bids for space for up to

10.000 tons of cargo. In the

others ,pmts 1t will nee%‘ as
muchiif not more. g

It 15“ ‘estimated that up
to 30,000 tons of rice, eorn
and wheat are invelved.

The goods run from office
machines to tractors to tires

and drugs. There are chemi-

cals for plastics and forklift
- . trucks. One hundred fifty
big drums of mixed vitam-
miins’are in one shipment.

Much of the cargo will

eventually end up in‘other

American-financed : AID
projects, after Frink and his
colleagues ““do an awful lof
of grubby work in warehous-
es.”

This is partly because bills
of lading are frequently im-
precise. A big cargo might
simply be listed as ‘tex-

-tiles.”” The organization
ongmally due to receive the

cargo knew what that was,
but now someone must go

uirougn - inat cargo and get

more specific information.

Some of the goods will
probably be auctioned off

' eventually, but that algo
presents problems. - Trade

and merchandising condi-

_tions must be taken into ac-
count before goods are put

slnppm and storage.

“The really hig problem
will be disposal,” Frank
said.  “We will  probably

have most of the stuff fairty
well sorted out, ii a, few
months.” The lpgal pr0b=
lems are more complex.
Some lawsuits are already
brewing.

Before the United States
notified shippers that it was.
in effect. taking over the

~algon- }‘mmd cargoes. the
cxnonwb!] v {or them was

‘i the handa of more or less
mnormal commercial ¢han--
nols” When the order was
given al the same time Sai-
igon was heing evacuated,
the 200ds hecame govern-
meni pr operty. There are
certain to be conflicts over
shipping and storage.

As might be expected in a
situation involving South
Vietnam. some fast and
loose hanky-panky is almost
a certainty.

Some  South Vietnamese
businessien are known to
liave left Saigon with, origi-

nal bills of lading in ther‘*
nockets. Some were surely
obtained legally. Some were
or obablv obtained from the
Vietnamese govern-
authorities by bribery
0 Mhe,rf means.

The ’pmblem is that an

‘origimal bill of lading, in a

legdl sense, 'is a negotiable
document. 1t Tepresents
ownership of something of
specified value that has
been paid for by a bank
letter of credit or by similar
means. Sorting out that kind
of situation will keep some-
maritime legal authorities
occupied for.some time.

"The problem is not. solely
confined to the American
governiment either. Many
private companies in -South
Vietnam, with branches
overseas, and cargoes they
are probably seeking. In ad-
dition, welfare mstltutlons
were inyolved. The Catholic
Welfare Service is known to
have 23 contaihers of goods
somewhere on the high seas.
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