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Cambodia: A_ Test Case

Washington Said to Feel the Public
Will Accept an Expanded Air War

By HEDRICK SMITH

Speécial to The Néw York Times

WASHINGTON, Jan. 2l—In;, ~~

expanding American air op-
erations in Cambodia, the
Nixon Administration took the
calculated risk that Congress
and the public would tolerate
such a move provided 'no
American ground troops or ad-
visors were involved.

The test of domestic tolerance
some officialg pri-
vately acknowl-

News ed%ﬁ, invoges
much more than

Analysis the current opera-
tions in Cambodia,

It gauges public acceptance of
the general process o;m gradu-
ally substituting helicopters and
attack planes for foot soldiers
as American combat units are
withdrawn from the Vietnam
'war, o )
In Cambodia, as elsewhere in
Indochina, the Administration:
faces the problem of demon-
strating power and harassing
‘an active -éenemy while main-
taining " 'a -sufficient pace of
troop withdrawals to satisfy the
American public. -
On Dec. 10, President Nixon
proclaimed that he would re-
taligte with bombing raids
against North Vietnam if the
enemy stepped up infiltration
into the south and increased
thé level of fighting in South
W .

Now, on another front, Sec-
retary. of Defense Melvin R.
Laird has proclaimed the Ad-
ministration’s intention to_use
the’ full range of American air

‘power in Cambodia against the
enemy. - ' ,
Privately, it is conceded

that Mr. Laird was preparing
the public for future, a possibl

larger, air operations, as we

as defending those that have
already taken place. But some
Administration . officials were
fearful that his tactics might
provoke Congress. into writing
new legislative restrictions on
the use of American air power
in Cambodia, as jt did previous-
ly for ground forces. ';

To the reported dismay of
State Department officials, in-
cluding Secretary of State Wil-
liam P. Rogers, Mr. Laird yes-
terday brushed aside earlier ef-
forts by the -Administration to
depict American air missions
in Cambodia as. mere “inter-
diction” raids, designed to- cut
off enemy supplies- and - rein-
forcements for South Vietnam.

For months, Administration
spokesmen had been saying that
the United States was.qot. go-
ing to provide direct combat air
support for operations in Cam

bodia. -

on himself had said thers would
be “no United States air or lo-
gistics' support” for continuing
South Viethamese operations in
Cambodia, but only “interdic-
tion” missions. That same day,
a White House . official added
that - American - aireraft were
“not assighied the task.of close
air support” in Cambodia.

i During a -controversy “last

‘August - over . p by
witnesses that Amegfcm planeg
‘were providing . cloge tactical
support for Cambodian units,
MF, Laird went before the press
personally on Aug. 6 to deny}
that American aircraft engaged
in such missions. kA
At his news conference yes-.

terday, Mr, Laird brushed aside
such dlstblacltri%ns ' 88 aﬁse
Thantics,” affirming that Amer.-|
ican planes - provided -both|
support”for | Cabodi. ana|
P . 19V I 2
South Vietnamese units fight- |
ing in Cambodia.
' Why has the change come
now — bath in the actual air
operations. and : in the public
rationale for them?
. At the White House and else-
where, the explanation is that
the alliey: wanted to take the
initin;ii\g‘l to heaéiedogf enetxl?ly
campaigns . expec ater this
srrius. Some American of-
ficials, ‘ worried abut the
deteriorating situation in Cam-
bodia, expect a major push by
enemy forces either in Cam-
bodia or the South Vietnamese
highlands. .
Moreover, the White House
believes that go long as the
North Vietnamese are kept at
vented trom semories P
vented from :r e
m near :&u&d Vie%%nm, th_;
eavily jlaf regions o
South V};Omam are relatively
invulnerable.” Hente the need
for allied offensives now.
. But "officigls ‘cencede. there
were domestic Folitical»; con-
siderations as well, i
- Some acknowledge that Jast
summer and fall, neither Presi-
dent Nixon nor Mr, Laird dared
risk arousing Congressional
critics while ‘restrictions on
American involvemerit in Cam-
bodia were' being debated. Ad-
ministration advocacy of using|
air power broadly in Cambodia,
it was feared, might have in-
vited. tighter restrictions, -
Administration .officials’ now
argue. that Congress, by re-
stricting . only ground * opera-
tions;-left:Mr; Lajid free to: use

—_ . an

Last June §Q, President Nix-

the Administration abgg‘
the limitations it hadimpo
on itself. .

air power a§ heé Wished: He 1!1%%,
i




