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~. Combat Patrol Sweeps Filled Viet Pris.(msiuN

#

By Jopseh Novitski
and Thomazs W. Lippman
Washington Post Staff Writers

*° Six years of International
.-Red - Cross reports from
- South Vietnam depict a
‘- huge armed effort to sepa-

rate friend from foe in Viet-
nam’s combat zones and to
confine the foes.in a stead-

_ily “expanding system of
* camps and prisons.

The reports on the pris-

"~ omns, prisoner-of-war camps
~.and interrogation centers
set up in South Vietnam—

“often with American advice
-~and assistance—cover the

. years 1968 to 1972.

Two cartons of reports,
forwarded to the U.S. gov-

< ernment during the Vietnam
+t'war, were declassified after
the war by the State Depart-

+ rment, ending a 2%-year law-
suit to make them public.
The suit was brought under
the Freedom of Information

-~ Act by lawyers at Ralph

<. Nader’s Public Citizens’ Liti-
'~ .gation Group, headquar-

¢ . tered in Washington.

The' all-Swiss mission of

"~ the International Committee

. of the Red Cross (ICRQ),

* watching for violations of

. the 1949 Geneva convention
on treatment for prisoners

. of war, inspected and rein-

 spected almost 100 facilities

. throughout the war and

- termed most of them satis-
factory.

Through medical examina-

‘tion, however, ICRC inspec- -

» “tors discovered evidence of
* mistreatment and brutality,
including beatings and tor-
' ture, at two large prisons
and the two principal Viet-
namese prisonerof-war
. camps.
Those four facilities held
. more than one-third of the
penal system’s approximate
capacity of 65,000 to 70,000
people.
“It’s all relative,” said Mi-
. chael G. McCann, the last
chief of U.S. prison and po-
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Act by lawyers at RaWip
7 Nader’s Public Citizens’ Liti-

the prisons were better than
in that big refugee camp

" near Danang.”

McCann, now working for
the Agency f{for Interna-
tional Development here,
was one of several U.S. civil-
ian and military officials

.. with knowledge of the Viet-

namese prison system inter-
viewed to supplement infor-

- mation recorded in French

in the reports. o
Four ICRC officials, in

* New York and Geneva, also

were interviewed.

" The separation of {riend

from foe in Vietnam often

began on combat patrol

sweeps through fields, jun-

gles, villages and hamlets.
However, the ICRC dele-

~ gates—doctors, lawyers and

other professionals—began
inspecting the process at the
next step—the classification
of vpersons, detained by
troops, into one of four cate-
gories.

These categories were in-
nocent civilians, who were
in the majority and were
sent home; prisoners of war,

“civilians changing sides and

" civilian prisoners.

For example, on a June,
1968, visit to a classification
center set up by the U.S. 9th
Division at Dongtam, four
ICRC delegates found 37
people—35 men and two
women, aged 18 to 35—de-
tained. Sixteen had been
classified innocent, 17 given
brisoner-of-war status, and
four were called civilian
brisoners. One of these was

a woman accused of carry-
ing ammunition.

“She will be’ transferred
to Mytho and given to the
(Vietnamese) police,” the re-
port said. “She had her baby
with her.”

The road from -classifica-
tion to confinement could
branch off, for the wounded,
into a bed at a U.S. military
hospital, where, the reports
said, prisoners got the same
treatment as U.S. soldiers.
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. Dice advisers in Vietnam.
-+ “The conditions in some of

It also could branch off
temporarily into one of a
network of interrogation
centers. The reports men-
tion a totally dark cell in
the main center in Saigon.

Eventually, however, most
of those picked up in the
field sweeps were sent to
prisoner-of-war camps, civil-
ian prisons, or camps for ci-
vilians who signed up to

switch allegiance from the
Vietcong to the Saigon gov-
ernment. There are no Red
Cross reports on the last fa-
cilities.

The Red Cross records

show that most of the pris-
oners fell into the ill-defined
category of civilian prison-
ers, then called “divil de-
fendants.”
" In Vietnam’s irregular
war, the reports show,
American combat units took
and classified more civil de-
fendants than POWs. At
American-run prisoner
“collecting points,” the clas-
sifications were made after
interrogation by mixed U.S.
and South Vietnamese mili-
tary intelligence teams.

The U.S. regulation gov-
erning prisoner classifica-
tion in Vietnam stated that
each unit was “wholly re-
sponsible” for each classifi:
cation made. And, in 1970,
the United States told the
ICRC in a letter that it con-
sidered itself responsible for
the treatment of all prison-
ers, civilians and POWs,
captured by U.S. troops.

From the field collecting
points, POWs were sent to
Vietnamese-run prison
camps, where, according to
U.S. military regulations,
U.S. advisers kept track of,
and were held responsible,
for them. The ICRC teams
regularly visited these
camps. :

Similar classifications
were used, prison reports
show, for civilians taken
into custody by Vietnamese



“The hospital, where often only the dying
arrive, is not worthy of the name.”

authorities—the American-
trained national police, the
paramilitary  field police
who accompanied troops on
sweeps through villages—or
seized in the CIA-sponsored
Phoenix program, under
which thousands of sus-
pected Vietcong were ar-
rested and imprisoned.

CIA Director William E.
Colby, former head of the
pacification program in Vi-
etnam, told a House commit-
tee in 1971 that although
these arrests were made by
Vietnamese personnel, “I
was never able to take the
position that if something
wrong went on over there it
could be sort of left to the
Vietnamese as to responsi-
bility. I feit that our country
and our government are in-
volved in support of the
overall effort there, that
there is nothing we can say
(that) we do not have some

responsibility to improve, to
do something about.”

Asked at that hearing,
“Are you certain that we
know a member of the Viet-
cong infrastructure from a
loyal member of the South
Vietnamese citizenry?”
Colby replied, “No ...I am
not.”

According to MecCann,
however, once the suspects
were brought before the
“provincial security commit-
tees” that decided their fate,
“the gray was more in our
minds than theirs. They
knew their own people.”
These committees could
send civil prisoners = away
for up to two years without
trial.

“Civil defendants” were
handed over as offenders
under Vietnamese law to
South Vietnam’s police, who

often treated them as politi-
cal prisoner_s, according ‘to
some of the reports and
ICRC officials.

These prisoners dropped
into a grav area, usually out-

side the view of ICRC in-
spectors and away from the
benefits of the pressure of
their complaints to South
Vietnamese officials. The

South Vietnamese govern-
ment, according to an ICRC
spokesman, would not let
the Red Cross freely visit
and report on civil prisons.

However, Alain Modoux,
ICRC spokesman, reported
in a recent telephone inter-
view that the ICRC Vietnam
mission negotiated some vis-
its to some of the civilian
prisons where those Persons
the government called
“criminals” or “prisoners by
reason of events” were kept.

Army and State Depart-
ment translators of some of
the reports rendered
“prisoners by reason of
events” as “political prison-
ers?

The ICRC, Modoux said,
abandoned visits to civil
prisons from 1972 on and
never fully inspected the
largest of such prison, on
Conson Island, where two
U.S. members of Congress

saw the cells called “tiger

cages” in 1970.

The generally cautious
ICRC delegates were not
reticent in reports on condi-
tions at Chihoa, a 4,500-in-
mate civil prison in Saigon
that housed some of the
country’s best-known prison-
ers, and at Tanhiep, a few
miles outside the capital,
which held 1,300 “prisoners
by reason .of events.”

Prisoners interviewed in
Chihoa in November, 1969,
told inspectors that they
and their comrades had
been beaten and clapped
into irons for refusing to sa-
lute the South Vietnamese
flag and refusing to chant
“down with Ho Chi Minh
(president of North Viet-
nam).”

The inspectors expressed
concern over a group of in-

mates whose lower limbs

had atrophied to the point
where they could hardly
walk.

)
However, the medical del-

egates said that many of
these cases probably arose
from causes other than mis-
treatment by guards, and
cited as causes: voluntary
inaction (protest), beriberi
or war wounds.

At Tanhiep in October, .

‘reported

1969, the Red Cross dele-
gates found that two in-
mates had recently died af-
ter beatings and several oth-
ers showed signs of physical
mistreatment. On another
visit eight months later,
however, they gave the pri-
son high marks and praised
the director for the way he
was running it.

The difference, they were
told, was that 450 intransi-
gent disciplinary cases had
been transferred to Conson.

The ICRC teams regularly
visited 44 provincial centers,
roughly the equivalent of
county jails with mixed pris-
oner populations, and found
most of them as bhucolic as
the camp at Anloce, where 75
inmates could play Ping-
Pong or volley ball, work in
metal and wood shops and
sell their produets outside.

They also saw the re.
gional prisoner-of-war camps
at Pleiku, Cantho and Dan-
ang, each with a population
that leveled offatabout2 -
that leveled off at about

Their reports reveal that
women POWs who were
rated -as disciplinary prob-
lems were transferred to the
POW camp at Quinhon,
where the delegates often
systematic  mis-
treatment.

Minors and cripples gdiven
POW status were usually
sent to the camp at Bienhoa.
Men who were accused of
making trouble in other
camps were sent to Phuquoc
Island, where the biggest
POW camp in Vietnam
mushroomed and attracted
the largest number of ICRC
reports.

“The hospital, where often
only the dying arrive, is not
worthy of the name,” two
Red Cross doctors wrote af-
ter a visit to Phuquoc in late
1970. “The delegate-doctors
of the ICRC were painfully
impressed by the flagrant
absence of correct care and
the large number of suspi-
cious deaths.”

On their rounds else-
where, the ICRC investiga-
tors found that:

® Some inmates at the
provincial re-education cen-
ter in Cantho were forced to
take their meals in a muddy
courtyard where the prison
staff was raising a dozen
pigs. The inspectors found
that half of the 575 inmates
suffered from scabies, food
and water were insufficient
and dirty, there were no
showers for the 173 female
prisoners, malaria was
rampant, and prisoners were
chained as a disciplinary
measure. This was the worst
report on any of the 44 pro-
vincial centers, most of
which received passing
grades.

® Even where prison au-
thorities and government of-
ficials had the best inten-
tions, problems often arose
because of overcrowding
and money shortages. -

¢ Atthe provincial prison
of Quangnam, outside Da-
nang, for example, investig-
gators reported “a very fine
impression,”  but added:
“The problem is the large
numbers of those detained
pending investigation. Some-
should be done to speed up
procedural action and, if
that is not possible settle
the children’s cases first.
One of them is 10 years
old.”

® Nine vprisoners were
held for a while early in the
U.S. buildup on U.S. Navy
personnel transports an-
chored off Dnang.



