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Saigon Frees 10,600
VC War Prison

By Thomas W. Lippman
Washington Post Foreign _Seryice
SAIGON, Feb. 7—South Vi-
etnam has set free over the
past two weeks 10,600 Viet-
cong prisoners of war who ral-
lied to the government while
they were in custody,. an . offi-
cial government
said today.

But he denied that the re-
lease of the prisoners was an

attempt to circumvent the
terms of the Paris peace
agreement, which requires

that South Vietnamese prison-
ers of war, whether govern-
ment or Vietcong, “be re-
turned to that South Vietnam-
ese party under whose com-
mand they served” within 60
days. p

Pham Duong Hien, director
of the government’s Public Af-
fairs Center, .said all 10,600
had applied in writing for per-
mission to enter the govern-
ment’s “chieu hoi” or “open
arms” program and that the
applications had been ap-
proved by -President Thieu on
Jan. 25—three days before the
cease-fire went into effect but
a day after it was announced. .

Under the open arms pro-
gram, Vietcong defectors are
permitted to return to their
native villages after a period
of reindoctrination.

Hien said that because the
prisoners had been accepted
before the cease-fire went into
effect, the Saigon government
was “in compliance with the
cease-fire agreement” in let-
ting them go home, rather
than treating them as prison-
ers of war who had to be sent
back into the Vietcong’s mili-
tary ranks.

He labeled as “inaccurate,
false and at least incomplete”
reports saying that the prison-
ers have been released in an
apparent attempt to circum-
vent the peace agreement.

Independent South Viet-
namese sources and Western

spokesman|

Diplomatic analysts generally
confirmed that the number of
released prisoners was close
to 10,000 and consisted mostly
of military prisoners.

But there was a good deal of
skepticism about the claim
that the 10,600 Vietcong were
genuine defectors set free be-
cause they had switched sides.

That figure would represent
more than a third of all the
Vietcong prisoners of war held
in government camps as of
Jan. 1, and is seven times the
number of prisoners set free
in the open arms program last
year. -

One source in the govern-
ment said Thieu acted because
he knew that “to hand these
prisoners over the the Com-
munists was to reinforce the
Communists’ forces,” and the
government preferred to try
to keep them under some
measure of control.

Although the prisoners were
still in custody at the time
prisoner lists were exchanged
on Jan. 27, one Western diplo-
matic source said, they “were
not on the list of those to be
returned to the other side—
presumably because they now
support the government.”

The release of the Vietcong
apparently began the day the
cease-fire went into effect,
when a planeload of prisoners
landed at Saigon’s Tansonnhut
airbase from a prison island
off the coast.

They began turning up
around the country a few days
later, inspiring some com-
plaints from local officiz_ﬂs
who regarded them as security
risks.

A “subcommission of cap-
tured persons” of the Joint

‘Military Commission has been

discussing the prisoner release
question for the past se.veral
days, but it is not known if the

€rs

made an issue of the release
of the Vietcong prisoners or
even if they were aware of it.

Besides the military prison-

ers, the Saigon government
also holds an estimated 30,000 }
civilian prisoners, many of
whom are in custody for polit-
ical reasons. .
The Paris agreement leaves
their fate up to the negotia-
tions between the government
gmd the Vietcong that have
just begun. Saigon has said
nothing about it other than a
routine ~announcement that
390 were granted amnesty for
the lunar new year, a tradi-
tional gesture.

American sources who moni-
tor such matters, however,
said that a large number, per-
haps thousands, of -low-level
political prisoners have been
set_free. Many of these were
believed to be political sus-
pects who were rounded up in
a.securit'y drive that accompa-
nied the government’s cease-
fire preparations last autumn.

There were no reports, ei-
ther from Vietnamese or U.S.
sources, of the release of any
important political figures or
of large numbers of Vietcong
civilians. But sources in the
government said lists of civil-
ians who are known Vietcong
cadre are being prepared in
preparation for their antici-
pated release in the near fu-
ture.

Communist delegations. have




