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Laird Tells Panel

. WASHINGTON (AP) — Sec-

retary of Defense Melvin R..

Lawrd told Congress today
South Vietnam is virfflally
ready to take over its own full
_defensze if the Paris peace
talks fail.

But Laird repeated Presi-
dent Nixon’s stand the United
States will stay in the war
until American prisoners are
released and Hanoi accounts

for the missing in action.

“Vietnamization is virtually
complete,” Laird told the
House Armed 'Services ‘Com-
mittee. ““... There will be no
reason for the United States
to maintain a role in logistics,
air or ground combat.” .-

But Laird repeated again at

that point that regardless of

South Vietnam's ability,
‘“there will be no complete
U.S. withdrawal until Ameri-
can prisoners are released
and GIs missing in enemy ter-

" ritory are accounted for.

Chairman F. Edward He-

© bert, D-La., ‘in questioning

¢ Laird said he interpreted his

statement as meaning the key
to the negotiations in Paris
revolve around American pris-
oners and the missing in ac-
tion. :
But Laird said, “I do not
want to make any statement
to in any way jeopardize the
talks in Paris.” ‘
He said he and Adm. Thom-
as H. Moorer, chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, are

. ready to give “the  House
: Armed Services and Appropri-

“ations committees complete

information in the war in ex-

. ecutive session Tuesday.

Hebert said ‘“well-inten-
tioned but perhaps emotional-
Iy upset people have spewed
the North Vietnamese line,”
and added: “The most impor-

tant thing is| an honorable |
peace and an honorable peace
rests solely jon release of
American pri§oners and an !
accounting of the missing.”

Laird’s 104-page report re-
viewed his four-year steward-
ship of the Pentagon and his
recommendations for the fu-
ture, but made no_reference
to_the recent heavy bombing
of North Vietnam.

But as the [first high-level
administration | official to go
before Congress since the
bombing was |broadened on
Dec. 16 and then restricted to

below the 20th
30, Laird was
questioned closg

Paralle] Dec.
certain to be

ly on the mat- |

ter. |

The defense |secretary -said |
the equipment| and training !
provided Saigon in the Viet-
namization program, of which
he has been |an architect,
“has significantly enhanced
the prospect for| successful ne-
gotiation, but should negotia-

tiong fail, Vietnamization

makes passible| the complete
termination of |American in- !
volvement in the war.”

This, he added, is contin-
gent on the safe return of
American POWs and an ac-
counting of the missing in ac-
tion.

Laird, who [eaves office '
Jan. 20, apparently believes
that even if President Nixon’s
efforts to reach a hroader
peace settlement for Indo-
china fail, South Vietnam is
now strong enough to hold on
even witlt -the presence of an
estimated 140,000 North Viet-
namese troops within its bor-
ders. One of Saigon’s princi-
pal objections. to| the proposed i
peace settlement is its failure
to provide for withdrawal of
Communist forces.




