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Hanoi: A New Oftensive:

All Mr. Nixon needs now to fill his
~up to overflowing is a North Vietnam-
ese offensive—and there are signs that
' Hanoi is getting ready to oblige.

What is happening on the ground in
South Vietnam is only part of the
story, but an important part. North
Vietnamese troop strength has in-
creased by about 70,000 men from the
200,000 at the beginning of the year.

Since the signing of the cease-fire
agreement, large numbers of tanks and

anti-airecraft guns and missiles have .

been smuggled in from the North.

The details were recently “leaked”
to the press by a high intelligence offi-
cial in Washington, It made a good
story, but his real target was Hanoi,
not American newspaper readers. The
purpose of the story was to warn Ha-
noi that “evéen” American intelligence
officials were “not certain” how Mr.
- Nixoen would reaet ’m a Communist of-
fensive.

There is disagreemen‘t in the Wash-
ingten intelligence eommunity about
. the likelihood of an offensive, but even
these experts who think that one may
be coming expect it in December at
the earliest, Some would put it as late
as 10875, The North Vietnamese forces
ave said to be too weak in some of the
key strategic areas which they would
have to hold in order to claim success.

But the intelligence experts judge
mainly from what they see on the

ground, whieh is a mistake they have
often made before. The situation on
the ground indicates an adversary’s ca-
‘pability, But his intentions have to be
divined from politieal intelligence, be-
cause the deeisions are made by politi-
cal leaders who .are, even now, en-
gaged in a debate about the course
they should take. -

The debdte has now reached the
point where My, Nixon's political trou-
bles, and hig ability to respond to a
challerige in Vietnam, have emerged as
an issue in the Hanoi press. Already in
August, the Hanoi army paper pub-
lished an article whigh was ostensibly
an analysis of the existing military sit-

uation, but if the analysis was correct
then it followed—though the article
did not say so—that a major new ‘of-
fensive should be launched.

The article was signed by Chie
Thang, which stands for “Victor”
pen-name under which some of the
maost authoritative pronouncements on
strategy have appeared in the couTse
of the war. It is believed that General
Giap, the defense minister, has used
the pen-name for some of his artlcles
In the present case the article was ob
viously part. of a leadership debate i
preparation for a policy meeting held
only in September. ‘

This was. the first time in mont
when the Hanoi leaders, many f
whom had been travehng abroa
could meet to resolve the major 1ssues
of policy raised by the failure of th
cease-fire. The result soon became evi-
dent in the much sharper tone of Ha-
noi propaganda on the war, with
menacing undercurrent which seeme
to suggest that more fighting was co
ing. As Washmgtons preoccupatlon
with the war in the Mideast grew, so
did the ferocity of Hanoi’s language

Finally after Mr. Nixon’s black week-
end of Watergate firings, on the very
day the Washington intelligence offi-
cial’s “Ieak” appeared in the press, Dr.
Kissinger ruefully conceded that “on
cannot have a crisis of authority in
society for a period of months, withou

. paying a price somewhere along th

line.”

On the same day, in Hanoi, anothe
authoritative military commentator,
writing . under the pen-name Chien
Binh (“Fighter”) discussed “the Wate\}

. gate deluge.” He saw it as the greates

political crisis that ever hit the Unite
States and “a landmark reflecting the
decline of U.S. imperialism.” He ar-
gued that the Nixon strategy denved
from “a position of defeat” which was
becoming progressively weaker,
“Nixon himself had to admit,” he
wrote, “that the U.S. could no longer
shoulder the burden throughout the
world.”

‘What follows from his analysis? The
United States, Chien Binh explained t?

'
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_his readers, was not now “ready to

jump into any trouble spot.” Hanoi has
said things like this before, but for a
military expert to discuss it in the con-
text of Watergate, during the Mideast
war, at a time when Hanoi is deciding
what to do about its own broken cease-
fire, is to say that the time really has
come to strike—and to strike while the
iron is hot.

From the military point of view this

" is not.the best time for an offensive,

which is why the intelligence experts
don’t believe it will come just yet. But
the -North Vietnamese strategic doc-
. trine dictates that the final, grand of-
fensive should be launched only when
the enemy is in political disarray.
From Hanoi, the state of the Nixon-ad-
ministration would seem to fulfill that
condition. Those who favor action now .
would agrue that to wait is to let the
best opportunity slip by.

While the military evidence may
suggest that an offensive is not immi-

.nent, the analysis of the political evi-

dence suggests the contrary. At the be-
ginning of last year, when the intelli-
gence community was predicting with
one voice that a major offensive was

“about to be launched, to coincide with

Mr. Nixon’s trip’ to China, the political
evidence suggested the contrary—and
part of that evidence was an earlier ar-
ticle by Chien Thang.

When the offensive failed to materi-
alize, the intelligence experts began to
say that the big push would not come
until the summer. But the political evi-
dence made it possible to argue that it
was imminent, and it came indeed with
a big bang at Easter. Now the govern-

‘ment analysts are skeptical again—

which might lead some people to argue
that this is a good reason for assuming
that the balloon is about to go up.
There is not much Mr. Nixon can do
to strengthen the Hanoi doves in the
debate with the hawks. Hanoi wants
him to force Saigon to comply with the
political provisions of the peace settle-
ment which Dr, Kissinger negotiated, If
he does not, Hanoi will itself use force,

sooner rather than later.
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