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In Laos, 
A.I.D. Marches On 
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"Ala has learned 
that empire has its 
financial limitations." 

By T. D. ALLMAN 

VIENTIANE, Laos—Some time ago, 
I had my introduction to the self-
perpetuating interregnum of suspended 
time, space and perception occupied 
by the United States Agency for In-
ternational Development, and its sister 
agencies, Clandestine Client State Divi-
sion, when I paid my first call on the 
genial, perennial A.I.D. director in 
Laos, Charles Mann. 

His office then was located in a 
small, misleadingly ramshackle build-
ing in the Na Hai Diao Compound in 
suburban Vientiane. The compound 
is a self-contained cantonment which 
shelters, besides A.I.D. headquarters, 
the centers of the C.I.A. bombing and 
military advisory efforts in Laos, a 
swimming pool, supermarket, Ameri-
can bar and restaurant, movie theater, 
popcorn machine and microwave tow-
er, all encased in a six-foot chain 
link fence and patrolled by units of 
the U.S. Embassy's 500-man strong, 
blue-uniformed private army. 

The most noticeable thing, upon first 
visit, about the compound was that in 
a country where every house is open 
to catch the faintest breeze, each 
American building was sealed off, 
windowless. When the buildings did 
have windows, they were painted over 
in white, locked, barred and cur-
tained from the inside. 

In Mr. Mann's office, there were 
no windows at all, just a series of 
maps, displaying neat arrows, insignae, 
code keys and statistics showing the 
visitor exactly what was happening 
in Laos from the vantage point of 
A.I.D. activities to command. 

Mann, whose ability to attune A.w. 
tivities to the requirements of U.S. 

i tervention had made him A.I.D. di- 
✓ ctor in South Vietnam, Cambodia 
a d the Congo, did not discuss his 
o ganization's activities as a front 
f 	the C.I.A. I had been told in 
a vance. 

However, his conversation — his 
t• lk, an explanation of how the U.S. 
s pported the kip, the Laotian na-
ti.nal currency, at a steady rate of 
510 to the dollar was interesting 
ei ough. I was able to discern that 
t e kip operation essentially consisted 
o exchanging annually $20 to $30. 

'Ilion for valueless kip, and burning 
collected kip. The program acted 

a- a straight-forward giveaway. It 
mived the Laotian economy no closer 
t. self-sufficiency, indeed perpetuated 
cl. fendence on the United States. 

As a result, the country was flooded 
w th imported consumer goods; "re- 
e portation" of some of them on the 
bl ck market kept the business com-
m nity content; there was little in-
fl tion. Laos, Mann seemed to be say-
in .:, for obvious reasons preferred liv-
in:: at a standard it could never by 
it -If afford to the evils of Commu-
ni t aggression. 

asked if the kip would have any 
va ue if the program ran out of money. 
Y , he conceded, if the dollars were 
cu off the kip would not be worth 
the paper on which it was printed. 

ow, three and a half years later, 
th' gs are a little changed in the Na 
H- Diao Compound. A.I.D. headquar-
te has vacated the ramshackle build-
in and settled a few yards away in 
Vi ntiane's most unusual indestructible 
bu lding. 

With the devaluation of the dollar 

A.i
an the anti-A.I.D. vote in the Senate, n  

D. has learned that empire has its 
fin vial limitations. 

ollowing the Senate vote, the U.S. 
Embassy devalued the kip by 20 per 
cent. Unless Congress has a change of 
he•rt, or the rich Japanese and Euro-
pe s pay more to keep it up, the kip 
wil be devalued again, or be left to find 
its wn value, and A.I.D.'s most cher-
ish d program will be gone. 

he new A.I.D. headquarters gives 
the impression of eternity, if not 
gra e. It has no windows at all, not 
ev- a painted-over one, throughout 
its hree stories. 

cals call the new building "the 
whi e cube," "the cinder block," but 
mot often "the windowless building." 
Its umber on the embassy roster is 
500 will they change the number 
wi the devaluation to 600, I could 
not •void wondering, and then perhaps 
to ,000, to keep up with the kip? 
The building, A.I.D. officials say, cost 
onl $394,000, and, one said, "will 
pay for itself in reduced air-condition-
ing charges." Unofficial estimates by 
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local contractors put the building's 
cost at millions. The air-conditioning 
runs off A.I.D.'s private generators; 
the U.S. Mission consumes more 
electricity than the rest of the country 
combined. The A.I.D. telephone direc-
tory contains more entries than the 
Laotian Post and Telegraph telephone 
book, but the A.I.D. switchboard, pre-
occupied with internal communica-
tions, still cannot be reached from an 
outside line for most hours of the 
day. 

The new windowless building is off-
white, eyeless, bomb - proof, impreg-
nable to climate and contains its own 
furnace for destroying secret docu-
ments. Hundreds of bureaucrats, their 
maps and coffee-makers, presumably 
could subsist within it, never leaving, 
for years. 

T. D. Allman is a journalist who has 
worked in Laos for several years. 


