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~l'his report is for lirni ted circulation :to IVS Staff and Board l~<;imbers . , It' will 
be further edited and r evised befo~e wider distribution is permitted . ,; 
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REPORT ON LAOS 

.. 
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.,.-, Is there a country in the world like Laos? C,: rtainly none where IVS is at 
wt9rk . The guerilla warfare in Vietnam finds its refined and more desperate echo 
in this tiny kingd~here the mountm ns e.re more nearly . irn1)assaole, .;where roads, 
seem i:ot to exi~~ 1.r~here they do, they .are e~ther paved wi~h po~holes or ankle ···. 
deep 1Il mud making progress .slew. The Jeep ride fr •m the ,airstrip to t .he IVS ; · 
ho;:;!t Ban Houei Sei, covering no more than fl.ve miles , took close to '"ne : .· 
hour. Laos, with mountailis and jung],e, non-existent roads, railroaCis, . or briQ.ge~r; 
an . ack of communication presents ' alon.~ its entire eight hundred mile length · ,_: 
an ideal setting for the Pathet Lao gueri l la activities . Security t _h@t .is in 
most areas hard to come by and harder t·) maintain faces the 9 nstant harassment 
that the terrain makes easy. 

··· Laos presents to the visitor a political world that ;1as few equals • . It 
seems ilnreal, almost comic opera in character~J The present troika government 
is a result of the fourteen Nation Conferen~in 1962 when it was ag:reed to 
ne\.ttralize Laos under a coalition ·; overnment combining the conservatives and 
ther c6rrimunists under the leadership of a neutralist, .Prince Souvanna Phouma . 
Botl!i.r ·the U.S. and Russia agreed to recall .their military assistance groups 
and leave t o the United Natii.ms 1 International Control Commiss:i,.on the task of 

·· :pe91icing the area, of investigating and reporting ,any military violations;.'. 
·u ·. 

Ori€ '. should not be surprised that there ' is s~ little politi~cal mat~rity or ;,:. 
ef;fe:c·tiv-eness among LaQ.S ' . two m,il1ion inhabi t~nts·-~ · Spread out through sixteen . 
prova:;8s, is?lated 'from.i°he . ~f.i'~t~e;r except in the few larger tO\'ffiS ana ?i'faes, 
~vi by tribal loyalties and disparate languages, most of .. the people in 

La.os itant only to be left ' '2'.Lone . Unfortunately, they will not µave that . choice. 
A C · .untry poor beyond words , h c...s tile 'to the invader, uninv-iting- to the. settler 

9\ Laos is an area nobody wants, yet no one will abandon. Lyi ng laterally, like 
b' a dryland Suez Canal, Laos borders n China , Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, and Viet-

{~ \ nam. She is need d as a buffer for r,ne side against the other or ~' S C:, channel . ·' 
'-.._,to, r 1.1here else Thus, for ten years and lon~er, the gredt o-v s c . ntinue · 

to fight over 1 tiny Laotian kingdom which because of he . . trategi location 
remains as the 11 centerpiece in the mosaic of Southeast Asia .' ~ au ,ht up in 
the internatiunal strU[';_j le the present political developme~'?in Laos is unnat­
ural, forced-. Yet it is difficult to ima(';ine politiqal unity or cohesioh even 
if there were· no East-vJest struggle. How can one conceive of national :'\ltiity 
in a country c ·umposed 'of ~cattered and isolated ethnic, tribes .:. th~ Kha. , , the ... : 
Neo;'· tne ·: 1ao TUI1, the Khn:m, the Black Thai, who in ,.some areas f"'r outnumber 
the La:o? A-;:ded t0' thEise ·are tife lar3e numbers of .resjdent Chinese .and( Viet­
namese who haife political loyalties outside the country • 
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, Economically, Laos presents a pictnre painted in stark colors. :'he economy 
-'·today, more than the military and.· political situation, is chaotic. The J.)rospects 
for t •is year's rice crop are dim. The annual rains were too late and too few. 
With over one hundred thousand young men in the army there are precious acres 
of paddy land that were never ploughed or planted. Apart from rice and a few 
cigarette factories there is no production, no economic base. People speak of a 
potential resource in iron ore and tin, of greater rice production through the 
clearing anci planting of unused land, but who will risk investnient and lauor at 
'the moment? · On subsistence living the people have - bamboo and thatch at. 'hand 
·for housing, a little rice for food, homespun cloth for clothing. Econqmic 
'ad,vance, h.ofrever , require~ in Laos as in any country an infrastructure: roads, 
rail.roads' electricity,. education, medical care' industrial and farm 1)ruduction 
that can c·nrn }lard currency to shore up the valueless Kip. S1..-lvency is tempor­
arily provided. by the United States import -Program. By this device, the U .s. 

·· imports an · estimated fif:ty-six millic.n d.;llars worth of food and manufactured 
goods a year. These ~ :il'nJ?orts ·a re rold on the loca 1 market to provide needed 
G.ommodities <µ1d to supply counterpart KifJ for necessary i:;ov~rnment s pending. 
Ho.,·cver, the benevolent aims of the irnport program are jeopardized by the 
sooring rate of the Kip. A year a .::; o the official exchange rate of the Kip was 
80 to ~;i l.OO. The open market rate for a dollar ran ahead to 120 Kip, n,ot a 
serious 'difference. Today, the official r a te stands at 136 to 1, while the · , 
open market rate ranges as high as 700 to 1. Clearly, the Lao Kip is worthless. 
Kip savings are literally wiped L·ut. Food prices at local markets i n Vientiane 
are out of sight. The old joke is:. true, if not v'Gry fmihy in Laos: 11 Everything 
is going up except rain and even that soaks you." '· A dinner I enjoyed with 
three 9f the T ;am Leaders and, .their wives my first evenirig in Vientiane at:·.a river­
side restaurant cost over 8000 Kip, the equivalent of ~pl00.00 at the official 
rate. •A head of cabbage was priced locally at 300 Kip, or $2.50~ Sa}aries 
of Lao employees within USAID were increased by 125% th~ latter part. o:f Oc"j;ober. 
Where ':this will end no one claims t o know. The latest rumor as I left was that 
a Pan. _,Aineric.an, plane had arrived bearing seventy-five tons of new Kip. notes, . 
and that a new currency and y~luation was imminent . l fore hard currency c ould 
be i)rovide'l to back up the Kip, money that might come from any num:Jer of countries 
anxioiJ,s to keep Laos alive. The question t ha t keeps returnin ; is still the 
question as to how long forced feeding can continue when there is so little sign 
of recovery and health in the patient . 1fuat concerns most of us who fear for 
Laos is what may be d one t u insure, not temporary transfusions from the outside, 
but develo1Jment of inner health.. Here is where: IVS in close partnership with 
USAID, is tryin:~ to help. 
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IVS be~an its first war-k in Laos in 1956 with a small rural development team 
in Xieng Khouang province . That initial program led to the later ancl larger 
VARDA (Voluntary Agency Rural Development A dministrdtion) contract which foresaw'. 
53 volunteers dispersed throµghout the country, and an educa tion tea.in of twelve ~ 
which 1vas:to wor~ at the National Educ0ti on Center nea r Vientiane. IVS appeared 
to be in Laos with both feet. The political and military events of these past 
seven years have successfully prevented the extensive work that the c ountry 
needed and that our people were anxious t 0 do • The work of the educa tion team 
at t he NEC has gone ahead wi t :1 minimal interruption . But as recently as Febru­
ary of 1962, when I made my first visit to Laos, the VARDA team numbered seven. 


