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No Thieu coup expected
at least until next fall

WASHINGTON — Even under circum-
stances descrived at high levels here as “the
worst possible case,” South Vietnamese
President Nguyen Van Thieu is now believed
virtually invuinerable to military defeat or
political overthrow at least until next fall
and possibly much longer. .

Thal judgment has been strongly forti-
fied on the military front by the failure of
Hanoi’s estimated 145,000 front-line troops
now in South Vietnam to pull off anything
like the ast-minute military breakthroughs
Hanoi had been hoping for.

Thus, Hanoi and the National Liberation
Front had made fairly elaborate plans to
interdict strategic highways connecting Sai-
gon and the delta to the south and Saigon
and provineial capitals to the west and
north. Althongh some of these last-minute
military operations succeeded. they fell
short of the target.

Thieu’s superiority overwhelming

In brief, while Thieu has lost some ham-
lets in the fighting that bracketed the cease-
fire—and probably will gain and lose some
more in the fighting that is sure to continue
—his miiifary superiority is overwhelming.

This military judgment is fortified by
other factors. For example, American

forces, in diminishing strength, will be on .

the scene for almost two more months. It is
ludicrous to think that Hanoi would try to
augment its present force in the south while
American treovs sve s!ill in South Vietnam.
At the end of that 60-day period, the
rainy season will be ¢ ¢ g in the north-
western regions of South Vietnam and along
the Ho Chi Minh Trail—traditional port of
entry from North Vietnam to the south.

No evidence of Hanoi plan

Even if Hanoi should decide, in total
violation of the cease-fire agreement, to be-
gin re-equipping its forces still in South Viet-
nam, the rainy seascn plus American inter-
ciction from the air over Lzos would doom
the effort. Moreover, there is no evidence so
far that Hano. has any such plan.

Thet short-term military  judgment,
however, :s tempered by one condition:
Thieu’s willingness to use his vast army,
and his army’s willingness to be used, to
exploit his superiority over an enemy which
for the first time is cut off from its rear
area (a liability that should prove far grav-
er to Hanoi than Thieuw’s own post-cease-fire
liability—the loss of U.S. air power).

During last summer’s vicious battles,
following Haroi’s spring invasion across the
demilitarized |zone, Thieu husbanded his mil-
itary strength. The degree to which he re-
fused to commit front-line battalions is a
matter of dispute here, but some highly-
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But in the words of one close observer of
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open political activity, he should be able to
convert his narrow base of power into genu-
ine political support. .




