Presxdent leon has said just about everything that
could reasonably be expected of him, at this stage,
about the tragedy at Songmy: Wha occurred was. “cer-
! tainly a massacre, and under no circumstances was it
justified” Americans will never condone atrocities
against civilians; the Government will do everything
¥ possible to bring all facts to light and punish the guilty.
8 These things may be obvious but they needed to be
'gsald by the Commander-in-Chief himself, not merely

in his behalf by the White House press secretary: Mr.
ENxxon said them forthrightly without wasting werds.
However, the President could have been more forth-
cplmng not about the administration of justice in* this
specific case but about exploring the possible nnpllca-
tions of Songmy for future American military pohcy.
3 , Mr. Nixon indicated that he would consider setting
up a civilian investigatory commission only if the
machinery of military justice proved inadequate “in
brlnging this incident completely before the public.”
! .; But the functions of a civilian commission—or a blue-
¢ ribbon committee of Congress—would surely go far
ébeyond the specifics of Songmy or the culpability of
:mdiwduals for that catastrophe.
! ' The President is right to avoid any retroactlve
ichange of procedure that mlght prejudice the. rights
" %of the individual defendants in the Songmy mlhtary
a thials. But the military court ‘will not-be competent to
i

deal with the vastly htdader question df Whether it

is posmble to insure agamst such tragedles ina cwxl

The trials of the Songmy defendants may not ev&n .

answer satisfactorily the question that not haunts mil-
lions of Americans: was Songmy an “isolated incidest,”
as Mr. Nixon believes, or were there other Songmys?
The American people and the armed forces themselvas

have a tremendous stake in seeing that point estab- :

lished by independent, civilian investigation. Such an
mvestlgatlbn need not be launched until the Army
has completed its own probe of Songmy. In any evens,
a commission or committee would withhold its find-
ings and recommendations untxl after the Songmy
tnals

What is 1mportant is that the broader longer-run

juestions raised by the Songmy massacre be dealt

yith—for the sake of the Army and for the sake of
the country ‘as a whole. =~ . o
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‘In reporting on the Songmy

- massacre, all the media, includ-

:1ing The Times, have been quick
-'to point - out that the enemy has
‘been guilty of even worse attocx-
ties. ‘We are reminded that
for years it has been Viet-
cong policy to kill village chiéfs
and other officials connected
with the Saigon regime. The

‘most dramatic instance of this
. policy was the slaughter of

some 2,300 civilians in Hue

when occupied by the Vietcong.

These victims, we are told by

‘our press, were not selected at

random, but rather were per-

. sons presumed to be connected
“'with the Saigon reglme We
' rightly label this event an atroci-

ty. But what are we to madke

.of Operation Phoenix that our

Government has been carrying
out for the past two years. and
about which it proudly ] boasts?
Operation Phoenix is dqsxgned

‘o root out the Vietcong infra-

structure by "ehmmatmg” its

- members. Accordmg to statis-

tics provided by our own Gov-
ernment, some 18,000 civilians
in the Vietcong infrastructire
were killed in 1968 and more
than 13,000 this year, )
Apparently, when the Viet-
cong attempts to destroy the
Saigon. regime’s infrastructure
by ~murdering civilians it is
compmitting atrocities. Butwhen
we ‘murder civilians employed

'by the Vietcong we are merely

carrying out “pacification.” It
should be clear to all that
eration Phoenix, which is offi-
cial policy of our Government,
is as much an atrocity as the
murder of 2,300 civilians in
Hue. And, indeed, how is blame
to.be fixed for atrocities? Must
Lieut. William Calley purge us
of Operation Phoenix as well?
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