Pessimism in Saigon

Army’s Inability to Defend the South
Puts Government in a Perilious Stage
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SAIGON, South Vietnam, May 2—The loss of South|
Vietnam’s northerpmost province and the collapse of two of
its combat divisions in the last week have bronght the Gov-:
ernment of President Nguyen?
Van Thieu to a perilous stage.
Both American and Vietnam-
ese| officials here and else-
where are deeply
. pessimistic " — for!
| News e first time in
| . Analysis * years — about
' the country’s pros-
pects of pulling through.
The growing consensus
'lamong Americans here is that
./the | South Vietnamese armed
forces, in their country’s hour
|of greatest damger, have un-
expectedly proved unequal to
the task of defending it. The
principal reason is that the
commanders, never: before
tested so rigorously, are not|
spurring the troops.to resist the
three-front North Vietnamese
onslaught with the vigor and
determination that would be
required to repel rather than
stalemate it. :
Vietnamese observers in Hue
described the scene in the for-
mer imperial capital today as
“an agony,” with the streets
full of soldiers running aimless-
ly about. =
The road from Hue south to
Danang, Vietnam’s second larg-
jest city, is jammed with refu-
gees and with soldiers who
appear to be deserters, trying
to make their way to safety.
A senior American official in
Danang said tonight that the
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‘| fourth year of troop withdraw-

{|Vietnamese between thrusts,

|Hanoi and Haiphong were made
- fon April 16. The last time B-52's

‘{feel any more—if, indeed, they
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Third Infantry Division was
“finished as an effective fight-
ing force” after its rout from
Quangtri yesterday. And in the
Central Highlands provinces of
Binhdinh and Kontum, Ameri-
can and South Vietnamese of-
ficials were saying the same
thing about the 22d Divisio
over the weekend, . .

So far the Government of
President Nguyen Van Thieu
has not made a public pro-
nouncement. about the loss of
Quangtri. The President, Am-
bassador Ellsworth Bunker and
Gen, Creighton W. Abrams met
for an Hour in the Presidential
Paulace to discuss the steadily
worsening situation.

The options of South Vietnam
and of the United States in the

als are severely limited.
The South Vietnamese have

reserve to the three fronts, and
though they.can hold the North

they have proved unable to halt
renewed attacks in the north-
ern provinces and in the high-
lands. :

Since President Nixon has
publicly ruled out the use of
the United States ground
forces to rescue its allies, the
principal option available is
bombing. The Administration
has carried out saturation B-52
raids on targets deep in North
Vietnam for the first time in
the war, but so far its retalia-

scope and duration; they could
become more intense if the Ad-
ministration chose to make
them so.

The only recent raids on

struck in North Vietnam was
on April 24. But, an American
general said, “you haven't seen
the last of that yet.”

Even the Americans do not

ever did—that air power can
stop the North Vietnamese of-
fensive. “If the South Vietnam-
ese would just hold on and
establish a line as they did in
Anloc,” an officer said, refer-
ring to the front 60 miles north
of Saigon, “and stop the enemy
long enough, air strikes can
take their maximum effect and
maybe do some good.”
On the other hand, an Amer-
ican adviser in Binhdinh Prov-
ince, speaking after South
Vietnamese fled rather than re-
sist the Communist take-over
of Hoaian District two weeks
ago, said, “The best weapon is
the guy with the M-16 on the
ground, and he just isn’t there.”
Though American civilian
and military officials here have
not yet made a negative judg-

-ment on the South Vietnamese

committed their entire strategic|

tion raids have been limited in]|.

collapse in the area near the
demilitarized zome this week
has caused many io entertain
grave doubts.

It has become clear that a
final test is underway for the
American policy of Vietnam-
ization, which has meant turn-
‘ing over the ground combat re-
sponsibilities to the South Viet-
namese and withdrawing Amer-
rican ground forces but main-
taining a strong presence with
ain, power—bolstered to more
than 700 warplanes this week
with the arrival of a fifth air-
craft carrier, the Midway.

The North Vietnamese have

emphasized in broadcasts that
the defeat of Vietnamization is
one of their principal aims. So
far they have not made strong
attacks on any large American
units although 6,000: United
States combat troops were
among the 68,000 soldiers still
here as of last Thursday.
For all the pounding the
North Vietnamese have taken
since ‘they began their offen-
sive, allied officials concede,
they have done alarmingly well
—taking over Quangtri Prov-
ince in the north, much of
Dinhlong Province close to
Saigon and the northern third
of Binhdinh Province on the
central coast, meanwhile mak-
ing slow gains in the Mekong
Delta and in provinces west
and northwest of Saigon.

Unlike the Americans and
the South Vietnamese, the Com-
munists still have several op-
tions open.

They are apparently prepar-
ing a pincer movement against
Hue, with thousands of troops
advancing on the city from the
north and from jungle redoubts
to the southwest. They have
not yet committed any sizable
guerrilla forces to terrorist ac-
tions in Danang and Saigon,
but intelligence officers here
expect that they will in the
coming months. When they
do, the demoralization of the
population, already in its ini-
tial stages with mass flights
from Quangiri, Hue, Binhdinh
and Kontum, is bound to grow.
Today—the issues grow and
change daily—the biggest prob-
lem is Hue, where, according
to American observers, a third,
to a half of the civilian pt)pu--f
lation is fleeing toward Danang
by every possible means.
What has been the Saigon
Government’s response to the
deepening crisis?

President Thieu has gone on|
national television only once to
brace the nation for what lies
ahead. On April 5 he said:
“This is the decisive moment,
where the survival or loss of
our country is at stake. The
present battle is the decisive
battle, the outcome of which
will determine the loss or sur-
vival of the people of South
Vietnam.” ;
Since then he has maintained|t
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forces across the country, their




a puzzling silence amid mount-
ing evidence that for many
war-weary people the Govern-
jment’s guarantees of security
.?nd military victory sound hoi-
ow.

Today the Saigon Govem-
ment's press agency published
a warning -that intelligence
sources had reported that
North Vietnamese troops were
under orders to “kill on the
spot” Government soldiers who
surrendered or were taken pris-
oner. :

The warning came after
thousands. of ‘milittiamen as
well as regular soldiers of the
22d Infantry Division gave up
their posts and left their
weapons. behind in Binhdinh
Province rather than contest
the North Vietnamese for three
districts inhabited by 200,000
people.

. “All of us feel some frustra-
tion,” an officer at United
States headquarters said. “I'm
sure General Abrams feels frus-
trated too. I know he went
idown to see General Vien yes-
terday.” :

Success on One Front

Gen. Cao Van- Vien is the
chief of the Vietnamese, Joint
General Staff, although Presi-
dent Thieu has called most of
the critical shots in the deploy-
ment of reserve forces in re-
‘cent weeks,

The one front on which the
South Vietnamese have been
able to hold off their attackers
for almost a month is the one
closest to Saigon, in Binhlong
Province, 60 miles to the north,
But American officers, initially
proud of the performance of
their allies there, are now wor-
ried because the South Viet-
namese have not pushed the
Communists back across the
Cambodian border and fear
that they may not be able
to hold if the enemy mounts an
intense attack.

A 10,000-man force of para-
troops and infantrymen from
the Fifth Division has been un-
dergoing heavy artillery bom-
bardment in the devastated

town of Anloc for three weeks
and has not been resupplied
except by helicopter and para-
chute.

In the face of the grim bat-
tlefield prospects, some Viet-
namese politicians and even
Cabinet officials have begun
the faintest stirrings of rebel-
lion against the policy of peace
through war. If the military
situation continues on a down-
ward slide, it is not impossible
that a movement for a nego-
tiated settlement may gain mo-
mentum. :

Loss of Face for Thieu

“How is the situation in the
north?” a Government function-
ary asked. When he was told, he
remarked, “I think we may
have to reach a settlement
soon.”

Many Vietnamese political

figures feel that President Thieu
suffered a serious loss of face
last week when the Nizon Ad-
ministration changed its mind
and agreed to a North Viet-
namese proposal to go back to
the Paris peace talks. The South
Vietnamese had vowed only the
day before that the allies would
not return to the negotiating
table until Hanoi had stopped
the invasion.
The peace talks have not yet
been Vietnamized; the negotia-
tions between Washington and
Hanoi are the focus of interest.
If they continue to be fruitless
and the Americans decide to
step up their punishment of the
North, many Vienamese be-
lieve, it will not help in the
present hour of need. The
South Vietnamese press is full
of false reports about United
States marines landing in
Binehdinh or even in North
Vietnam to come to Saigon’s
rescue once again.

The most realistic among the
Southerners are aware that
such intervention is all but im-
possible in 1972. The offensive
could bring them to act onl}
their own—if not decisively in
the field, then in other ways
still quite as unforeseeable as

the course of the fighting.
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