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L0SS OF KEY BASE

INLAQS IS FEARED|

U.S. Aides See Major Blow
if Long Tieng Is Overrun

By TERENCE SMITH
Special to The New York Times

WASHINGTON, Jan. 5—Unit-
ed States officials said today
that there was a “better than
50-50 chance” that Communist
forces would overrun the stra-
tegic Laotian base at Long
Tieng in the next few weeks.

The officials said this would
be the deepest Communist
penetration into Northern Laos
in the war and would effective-
ly eliminate Maj. Gen. Vang
Poa, the Meo commander as a
political and military force in
Laos.

Long Tieng has served for
the last several years as head-
quarters for General Vang Pao
and his clandestine army of
Meo irregulars. It has also been
the main base for United States
military and intelligence opera-
tions in northeast Laos.

The military base, which in-
cludes a strategically important
airstrip, has been under heavy
enemy artillery bombardment
since last Friday.

Several regiments of North
Vietnamese troops have report-
edlyssurrounded the base and
have been pounding the head-
quarters buildings and airstrip
with 130-mm. guns—the heavi-
est ever used by the enemy in
Laos.

Most of General Vang Pao’s
troops are said to have with-
drawn.to the hills surrounding
the hase. The troops, Meo
tribesmen, are equipped and fi-
nanced by the Ceniral Intelli-
gencesAgency. Officials said the
headqQarters has been largely
evacuated and that Long Tieng
itself has been downgraded to a

forward operations base.

Equipment Removed

Most of the advanced com-
municgtions equipment that the
C.LA.sand military intelligence
have fJised to monitor North
Vietnamese activity also has
been “removed, officials here
said, although the airstrip is
still functional and contact has
been maintained with Vientiane,
the Laotian capital.

Administration officials said
that the fall of Long Tieng
would be as much a political
blow ‘as a military one. Their
fear is that it would signal the
end of the leadership of Gen-
eral Vang Pao, the short, fiery
Meo mountaineer who has pro-
vided‘the rallying point for his
people for nearly a decade.

His'army, which at times has
been wreported to number as
many*as 30,000 troops, now is
thought to be reduced to a few
tho d. Informed sources also
said that the great majority of
the estimated 5,000 Thai “wol-
unteers” fighting with the
Meosthave scattered in the face
of the North Vietnamese of-
fensive.

In jthe course of four days
of bit;l;er fighting, between Dec.
17 and 21, the Meo forces were
drivefi from the Plaine des
Jarre§ by the most determined
North' Vietnamese assault in
Northern Laos. The drive was
supported by tanks and, for
the first time, North Vietnam-
ese 1\:I_IG fighters.

7,590 Thai Troops in Laos

Th& administration’s analysts
belieye the offensive is de-
signed in part to dissuade
Thailand from military involve-
mentz in Laos. As many as
7,500, Thai troops have been
fighting alngside the Laotian
irregulars in recent months.

In jaddition the analysts see
the attack as a message from
Hanoi to the American Con-
gres, to the effect that any
expanion of the Nixon policy
of Vietnamization outside Viet-
nam will be met by accelerated
Nortly Vietnamese activity.

The attacks in Laos, the in-
tensified fighting in Cambodia
and the recent aggressiveness
of the North Vietnamese Air
Force are all regarded here as
an effort to influence Congress,
partigularly the Senate, to de-
mand an end to the war. The
North Vietnamese goal, offi-
cials believe, is to set the Con-
gress to force the President to
cut Bff all military and eco-
nomig assistance to the Saigon
Govéernment.

The assault on Long Tieng
is seén as an integral part of
ehis ‘strategy.

THe base had been vigorous-
ly defended in past years main-
ly fof fear of the political rami-
fications of its fall. In a report
prepgred last May for the
Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittée, two staff members,
James G. Lowenstein and Rich-
ard B1. Moose, wrote that they
had sbeen advised by both
Ametican and Laotian officials
“that they would consider the
loss 7of Long Tieng to be a
disastrous psychological blow.”

“Geneal Vang Pao was par-
ticularly adamant on this
poing,” the investigators wrote,
“fors Long Tieng represents
virtyally the last foothold of
the Meo people in northern
La.os..;_” '




