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WAT DUA, Laos, Feb. 28
-Both Government and Com-
yjunist forces have been
arough this refugee settle-
jent in the nothern Vien-
‘ane plain since the cease-
re went into effect last
‘hursday, and the jittery
opulation seems anxious to
void offending anyone. Es-
entially, the region is at
eace,

Despite a little shooting,
o one has been hurt
round here, and a conviction
eems to be growing that for
1e moment at least the war
} over.

Some 10,000 refugees are
sattered through the dusty,
srub-covered hills in this
rea 60 miles north of Vien-
ane. Most arrived two years
go from the eastern prov-
ice of Xieng Khouang, now
1ostly controlled by the
ommunists,

Hat Dua and neighboring
ywns have been watched
losely since the cease-fire,
artly because they lie along
'e western banks of the

The Now York Times/March 1, 1973
A close watch on Hat Dua
region is being kept by
the Laotian Government.

onfluence of two rivers—the
‘am Lik and the Nam Ngum
~which mark the cease-fire
ne established in 1962,
There were fears in the
overnment that ths Pathet
ro would move swiftly to
tcupy -as much territory as
pssible on the western
anks, possibly even threat-
1ing Route 13, the road
arth from Vientiane to the
yyal capital at Luang Pra-
ang.

Scene of Heavy Fighting

Just north of here the road
aves the Vientiane plain,
inding up into narrow
ountain passes, through the
sy American supply depot
t Vang Vieng and on to
ala Phou Khoun, junction of
outes 7 and 13, where some
! the heaviest fighting in re-
mt months has taken ‘place,
Though the westward drive
1s not materialized, there
ive been some scares.

Last Friday about 20 Pathet
a0 soldiers who had crossed
1e Nam Lik appeared in this
imshackle hamlet and raised
e red, white and blue Neo
po Hak Xat flag in front of
ie two schools here and at

1e marketplace.

What happened next re-
ains in dispute, since
llagers deny having seen
aything except the flags
iemselves. Most local ac-
sunts say the Pathet Lao
jed to invite Government
sldiers for a drink to cele-
rate the cease-fire. The Gov-
‘nment maintains that the
athet Lao began shelling its
oops from across the river,
Whatever the case, a brief
ash ensued and the Pathet
o went back across the
ver with Government forces
1 pursuit. Since then it has
zen quiet, ‘
In a number of other inci- |
ents Pathet Lao units have [
em— |

reportedly tried to make con-
tact with Government troops
to exchange cigarettes or
drinks, but the Government
forces have orders to rebuff
such approaches and to open
fire if flags are raised.

Meanwhile, military print-
ers have produced tens of
thousands of paper Govern-
ment flags—red, with a white
three-headed elephant design
—which have been plastered
on trees and houses all alun%
main roads and on many o
the trails Ieading from them,
but not in Vientiane.

The Government has usual-
ly attached a notice to each
flag telling the citizens that
a cease-fire has been in ef-
fect since Thursday.

As for the refugees, it is
difficult to discern their loyal-
ty, or evenr whether they have
any particular political views.
Most have relatives on the
Pathet Lao side, and it is as-
sumed that the Communists

have a strong clandestine
organization here,

The refugees, fearful of
shelling and air raids, look
up uneasily when the drone
of fighter-bombers becomes
audible in the distance.

Ten miles or so to the east
a group of Japanese and Lao-
tian technicians continues to
operate the two-year-old Nam

Ngum hydroelectric dam
without apparent fear.

“We heard some shooting
near here for the first couple
of days after the cease-fire,"
a technician said, “but no one
will make any trouble for us,
even on the roads deep in
Pathet Lao territory. They
are as much interested in the
economic development of
Laos as anyone else.”

Americans on Road Project

Two American civil engi-
neers supervising a road
project some 20 miles away
said much the same thing,

“If you go charging into
their areas it’s like running
into a bear’s cave, and you
come out feet first,” one said.
“But they know we won’t do
that, and they know our yel- |
low trucks and earth-moving
gear are working for all of
Laos. They know where we
are and we know where they
are, and we don’t give each
other trouble,”

Real communication be-
tween Pathet Lao-cantrolled
and Government - controlled
hinterland regions is still out
of the question. The perma-
nent Pathet Lao delegate in
Vientiane, Sot Petrasy, who
was asked if he could provide
correspondents with safe-
conduct passes in the Pathet
Lao zone, replied: “It is too
early to talk about such
things now since the cease-
fire is not effective. Further-
more, I would not advise you
to try such a thing on your
own.”

In one village a correspon-
dent persuaded a shopkeeper
to help improvise a white
flag for use in approaching a
supposed Pathet Lao strong-
point nearby. The expedition
failed, and a villager re-
marked, “The Pathet Lao
were certainly watching you,
but they were probably too
occupied laughing at your
flag to talk to you.”

In a country consisting
mostly of uninhabited moun-
tains, the people living in
some 800 villages on the
Vientiane plain represent a
large proportion of the popu-
lation of three million. And
on the Vientiane plain the
cease-fire appears to be as
effective as almost anyone
could want.




