VIENTIANE, LAOS
BLCKGROUND ON L40S

1. Characteristics of the Area

A. Geography

The landlocked Kingdom of Lzos, the vrstome nation of the
Scutheast Asian Peninsula, shares common boriders with six other
countries, twe of them comrunist. The border runs 146 miles witk
Burma to the northwest, 263 with China tc the north, 818 with
Nerth: Viet Nam tc the northeast, 201 with Scuth Viet Nam to the
southeast, 277 with Cambodia to the =-n*1, and 1090 (including
over 566 alcng the Mekong River) witsn Juailand to the west. Its
total ares covers approximately 91,000 square riles, or slightly
more than Idsho or Great Britain, 4 large part of the terrain
of Laos, particularly in the north, is covered by dense jungle
and rugged nmountains, the latter sometimes rising over 9,000 feet
Vientiane is the administrative capital, and Luang Prabang the
royal capital.

B. Clirate

The climate of Laos is rmonsconal, with three sesasons. There
are five ronths of heavy rainfuoll from May through September.
When the rains start tapering off in Cctober, & cool season
begi. = that lasts through January. February through April is
net sod humid. In April, the warmestv nmonth, the temrersture in
Vientiane normally ranges between 72 and 93 cegrees Fahrenheit,
and in Janusary, the coclaest month, between 57 and 83 degrees
FPahrenneit. Temperatures cf 103 have been recorded in 4spril, and
%29 in January, nhowever,

C. Population

The populatiocn, composes of many ethnic rsrouwns, is estimated
at 2,300,000, but nc zccurate census has ove. been taken., This
sparse population is unevenly spread, with the zsreatest concen-
tration in the Meckong Valley. Perhaps half < them are ethnic
Lao, a people cf Tai stock who are believed to have migrated
originally from scuthwesitern China priz:’ Llly in the 13th cen-
tury in the wake cf Kublei Khan's oro | g foerces. North Laos
contains mountsin tribes of Sinitic, Tai, and Tibeto-Burman
language families, plus some of Indonesian or »rote-Malay back-
ground that are mere abundantly found in scuth Laos. The lack of
comrmon origin, custems, traditions, and beliefs among the various
ninorities poses serious difficulties for the political unifica-
tion of the Kingdomr, There are alsc influential minorities of
Vietnanmese and Chinese, and sraller groups of Cambedians, Indians
and Pakistani. In additicon, there arc over a thousand
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Frenchmen and other Eurcpeans in the country, of whom few are
permanent residents.

D. Language

Lao is a tonal language like others of the Sino-Thai family.
The Vientiane dialect has six tones, only three of which transfe
directly to Bangkok Thai. Vientiane Lao =and Bangkok Thai have
areas of mutual comprehension only to educ.ted speakers. As wit
English and French, abstruct words tend to bz cognate more
frequently than eweryday voeocabulary.

Written Lac and Thai both use scriv-a of Indian origin, but
Lac letters are rounded rather thar sngular, and Lao uses fewer
consonants. The Lao spelling syster is infinitely more repre-
sentative of the spoken word than Thai, which tends to include
unpronounced letters, particularly at the end of a word, that
display the word's Sanskrit origin.

Since textbocks have been developed only through sixth grade
in Lso, French remaine the principal language of secondary edu-
cation. TFrench thus serves as the seccond official language, and
is commonly used in goverament and comnmerce, FProbably not over
15 rer cent of the populaticon is literate., Furthermore, the
nunerous cthnic groups possess their own languages or dialects,
and “he " ¥ietnamese and Chinese retain their own school systems
as wall,

B. Religion

The predominant and, indeed state religion of the Kingdom
is Theravade Buddhienm, ccormmon also to Cambodia, Thailand, Burma
and Cevlon., It is not unusuzl, however, to see spirit shrines
at Buddhist termples. shile the mountain tribes are principally
animist, scme of themn have adopted Buddhism while retaining a
reasure of their old beliefls.

II1 Government Crganizution

Laos is a constitutional parlisme
December 1955 revision of the Ceonstiit “‘on, originally promul-
gated by the King in May 1947, the ' itaerte exclusively male
franchise was extended to wermen. Ir normal times, general
elections ars held every five years. Constitutional amendments
rassed in 1965 gave the King other optic: > during times of cris-
sis. The bicameral legislature is composed of a National
Assermbly of 59 members, which wields the real legislative power

o rmonarchy.  Under the
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of the country; =nd na less active King's Council of twelve

elder statesmen, all of whom are appceinted directly by the King,
six upon the recommendation of the Assembly. /[n sbsolute major-
ity of deputies present is required to¢ uphold bills refturned by
the King's Council for Assembly recconsideration. This Council
privilege has been rarely, if ever, exercised.

The Prime Minister is designated by ¢an {ing in consultation
with political leaders. The Prime Minister =submits his proposed
Cabinet to the National Assenmbly for approv.., a favorable two-
thirds majority of deputies present being required for investi-
ture. Deputies who arse candidates Tcor tdinisterial posts may
not participate in the vote of coni . ce for a new government.
Merbers of the Cabinet need riot be issewrblymen. The Lso
Patriotic Front (ileo Lao Hak Sat), the communist facticn, reco=-
gnizes neither the present nor the previcus two legislatures.

The Constitution provides that the judicial power shzll be
separate and independent of the executive tand legislative powers
In practice, the judiciary is the lezst vigorous branch of the
goverament, '

Becsuse of extreme factilonal strife and cpen fighting in
Laos, the three principsl Lac groupings -- Censervative, Neutra-~
list,; ond Communist -- cgreed in June 1662 te fornm a Government
of ¥:%ional Unicon under the preriership of Prince Scuvanna
Phou:. The relationship of this government to the Censtitu-
ticon remalins undefined, Although in 1963 Communist ministers
withdrew from Vientiane and frowm active participaticn in the
Government of National Union, and acting ministers have been
appointed to cazrry on their work, the Cormunist ministers retain
their portfolios in neme, the door huns been left open for their
return, and the tripartite goverament remains undisturbed at
least in form. '

JIT. Historical Review

In the mid-fourtec.ith century, XKing ¥Pa  oun united Laos,
sct up his capital a2t Luang Prabang, and rulsd an area the?
would today encompass noct cnly Lacs bu* 1o much of northeast
Thailand and the southernmost part o0 ° ian province of China.
In the following century, the Vietn: . ecoo began their periodic
incursions, which persist tc this day. By the 18th century,
Thailand and Viet Nam had begun their competition for Lao soil.

In the early 19th century, the Thai of Siam obtained
ascendancy over much of what 1s now Laos and retained their hold
for the most part until France made Laos a protecterate in 1893,
The Franco-3iamese Treaty of 1907 defined the boundaries of Laos
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as they exist today. Under the French, the tarce kingdcms of
Laos - Luang Prabang, Vientiane, and Champasz2k - were unified
in 1946 under the dyna.sty of Luang Frabang. The country gained
independence within the French Uaiocn in 1949,

During World War II, Japan did not fully tuice over control
of Laos until March 1945, and just prior tc their defeat the
Japanese persusded the King of Tuang Prabang to declsre his
Kingdem independent. In Septewmber 1945 the Irime IMinister of
the "independent" government proclsimed the creation of the
Kingdonm cof Taos, including the areas of Vientiane and Campasak,
under the King of Luang Prabang., In Oetcizr, a provincial gover-
nment formed by the "Lao Issara" (Free L., leaders, "dethroned"
the King because of his alleged loyalty to t.e Freach., In May
1946 French troops cccupied Lacs and recogrniz=d the sovereignty
of the Xing of Iuang Prabang over the entire country.

Frarce smradually accorded Laos 1%s independence and, in
October 1953, recognized the Xingdowm ms a fully sovereign state,
although Lzos reaffirmed its azadherence to the French Union. Thi
relaticnship was dissclved upon the conclusion of the Geneva
hegreevents of 1954, winich terminated the Indce-China War. Laos
became a member of the United Tations in 1955. -

Frem 1654 to 1960 pro-idestern or conservative government
held pcwer, except for the brief interval in 1957-58 of a
coalition government which included cormunist ministers.

In August 1960 a young paratroop commander in Vientiane,
Captain Konz Le, seized the capital in a coup. In an attempt
to avert civil war arong the non-ccrmmunist elements, Prince
Scuvanna Fhouma, a former Prime Minister, was again called upon
to form a government. General Phoumi Hosavan, a3 leader of the
conservativz, anti-comnunist faction, at first agreed to serve
in the government, but soon reversed his decisicn and establishec
a military headquarters in southern Laocs from which he mounted
g campaign to retake Vientiine, fie recaptured Vientiane in
December 1960, and Kong Le retrezted with his troops to the
northeast.

Meanwhile, Scouvanna had accepted o 2.7 aid offer, and the
Soviets started airlifting supplies fro~ the Soviet Union via
Hanoi. The Soviets usel this airlift to bri - in arms and anmu-
nition not only for the Xong Le forces, but .isc for the commu-

e
nist military arm, then know:s as the T *tret Lac, Profiting by
general pclitical and wilitrry inst .y, the Pathet Lao
returned to full insurgency. In eso., January 1961 Pathet Lao
and Keng Le forces, supplied by the Scviets and advised and
encadred by the FNorth Vietnamese, seized the strotegic Plain of
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Jars, where they established headquarters. 5By the spring of
1961, the Pathet Lao insurgents, strongly reinforced by Nofrth
Vietnamese units and cadres, had scored important military
victories, ond appeared to be in a position to take over the
entire country.

The United States was faced with three alternatives: The
total loss of Laos to the Communists; military intervention,
invelving U.S. trocps and cther cutside forces; or settlement
of the crisis through peaceful international and internal
negotiations to achieve a neutrality that would permit the King-
dom to survive s a nation, Bipartisan Congressional leadership
was consulted on the decision to transfer the struggle from the
military to the political domain. It was thus that the United
Stutes accepted participation in the l4-nation conference
convened at Geneva in May 1961l. After long and difficult nego-
tiations, the new Geneva agreements were signed July 23, 1962,
providing certain international guarantees for the 1ndepenoence
and neutrality of Lacs. Intermaljg, the Zcvernment of HNational
Union was forned in June 19462,

Cf immediate irmportance under the 1962 Geneva agreements was
the recruirenent that all foreign wmilitary troeps and advisars,:
except o stzall French training force, ig; e the country within
75 dnys oI the Qigniné. uu&br the v orvision of the Internatio-
nal ntrol Cowmission (ICC) consisting of politicnl and militar:
reprocentatives of India, Canada, and Poland, all 666 U.S.
militory advisory personnel (no U.S. combnt troops were in the
country3 tepnrted Laos before "~ the Cctobheyr 7, 1962 deadline.
Only 40 Vietnamese troops were withdrawn through ICC checkpoints
however. 1In his June 20, 1963 letter to the Co-Chairmen (Great
Britain and the Soviet Union) cof the Geneva Conference, Prime
Minister Scuvanna charged that substantial numbers of lorth
'ietnamese cadres aud combat troops remained in Lacs, and the
Prime Minister has repeated this charge on several occasions
since.

¥
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Within o few months of the signing of the 1962 Gencva
agreerents, the Pathet Lao supyp owtr‘ by the Yorth Vietnamese,
begon maneuvering to subvert or eliminate Kong Le's neutralist
militory forces, whick constituted Souvanna's principal military
strength. Minor skirrmishing broke into open hostilities in
April 1963, just after a small groun of Neutralists under Colonel
Deuane Souvannarasth broke away frorm V.ong Le's fﬁrces and esta-
blished what they called the"true Heut.oolist forces ', but what
the government prefers to term the ulsalfeﬁt Neutralﬂsts The
Pathet Laoc and the Deusnists attacked \oﬂc Le's troops in the
positions which they held jointly with ¢ . 7 wther Lao in Xieng
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Khouang province., Jith assistance from the troops under
Deputy Prime finister General Phoumi Nosavan, however, Kong Le
was able to extricate most of his units from these areds as wel.
as from other locations in central Laos, and tc weintain his po-
sitions in the westerr part of the Plain of Jars. These Fathet
Lao aggressive tactics not only failed to destroy the neutralis:
forces, but resulted in much cleser political as well as mili-

ary cooperation between the neutralists and the conservatives.
The two Pathet Lao ministers withdrew from Vientiane, leaving
Pathet Lao representation in the Cabinet in the hands of the
two secretaries of state.

Following the failure of the tripartite negotistions of Apri

17 and 18, 1964, Prime Minister Souvanna announced in great
discouragerent that he was resigning. On April 19, troops of
Genersl Siho Lamphouthzcoul, the Director Genercl of the Depar-
trment of National Coordinaticn (DHC), =2 : ra-military organiza-
ticn which superceded the national peolice zid some of 1ts
funetions in 1960, arrested the Prime Minister and some high
feutralist civilian anu rilitary leaders., iements of the con-
servative &rrmy's Fifth Military Region under General Kouprasith
Abhoy scon joined the DIC forces., Due te the sentiments of the
Lzo pcople, as well as tc the spirit.. intervention of foreign
ambassnoors, Scuvanna was guickly returned to power; in fact,
Litary andéd financinl power was increased at Phoumi's
expolse,  Scuvanna recorganized his goverrnrent, discharging
two <7 his left-leaning Neutralist cuabinet members, whe sought
a reiatively noisy refuge in Pathet Lac controlled territory
where they still clain to be members of the Lac cabinet., In
addition Scuvanna replaced several ministers and secretaries of
state who were considered either corrupt or ineffective,

In the meantire, the Heutralist forces in the Flain of
Jars, confused by the kaleidoscopic events in Vientiane, began
to engage in some open disputes armong various factions. Taking
advartage of the dissidence in Weutralist ranks (and militarily
using the strategic heights which they had captured frorm Kong
Le's units in Pebruary), the Pathet Lao forces, supported by
North Vietnamese trccps, attacked the FNeutralists in May, and
atterpted to represent thelr ocggression as an open clash among
Neutralist units. The attacks culmincted in the withdrawal of
nost of the beutralizt troops frorm the Plain of Jars. Further
Neutralist units and sormc officers wers broken off from the
Kong e forces cnd pleocec under Col. Deurnel's nominal command
but actually zubjectes tc Pathet Lao cont o1,

.

The Indian and the Coneadian ICC teor waz ovacuated from the
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Plain just before the fall of Kong Le's headquarters. These
military developments prowmpted Prime Minister Scuvanna Thouma tc¢
call for military logistical assistance, and the United States
responded within the framework of the Geneva Lccords. COn May
26, the British, also at the behest of the Prime Minister, in-
vited the signatories of the Geneva Aecords

to begin consultations in Vientiane on means of restoring peace,
The United States and several other signatories - accepted the
inviatation, which the Communist states spurned. At the close
of consultstions in June, the representatives concluded tha

the Pathet Lao, with Herth Vietnamese support, had initiated
the attacks against the Neutralists, =and that the deteriorating
military situation in Laos presentend a grave threat to the pea-
ce of southeast Asia. They recommended that, confuorming to

the Prime Minister's views, all parties should ceasefire and
withdraw, under ICC contrcl and verification, teo positions held
before the most recent fighting. V

Poeriodically during 1964, the Governmen?t presented evidence
of Worth Vietnamese military involvement in Lzos in violation
of the Genéva fccords. In addition to documents and personal
letters obtained from forth Vietrnomese scldiers killed in enga-
gerents with government forces, Nortr Tietnamese soldiers were
captured beginning in September 1964, and were brought to Viens-
tiane for ICC interrogation and exposure to the world press.

With world awarcness cf the serious threat tc the pesace
pesed by continued Cormunist aggression, there have been various
proposals for a new Geneva~typc meeting of the 14 nations that
tock part in the 1962 conference. The United 3tates had indica-
ted its willingness to join sorme form of discussion to restore
peace, provided Souvanna's pre-conditions were met of & cease-
fire and Pathet Lao withdrawzl to positions held before liay 16,
1964, The United States has also pointed out that there alread;
1ave been twoe high-level conferences on Southeast Asia and two
formal agreerents in 1954 and 1962 - neither of which the
Communists have carried out. Up tec now, failure to achieve
peace has nct been due to lack of conferenc.s,but to failure on
the part of Cormrunist states to honor agreerments already made. .
Sinee Peiping and Hanoi refuse to end the conflicts by the sim-
ple act of leaving Laos and Viet Nam alone, the United States
remains comnmitted to help Laos and other Southeast asian nations
in their struggle for security and iundependence.

Efforts on the part cof the three Lac factions to resolve
their difficulties, in meetings in Paris c¢uring august and
September 1964, likewise produced no basic concessions except
a general agreement to continue talking. T:liks have continued
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sporadically in Vientiane since then. Their main topic has beer
to discuss a vlace feor the eventual reetlﬂg cf the

leadere of the three factions - Souvannz for the ﬁeatrallst
Boun Oum for the conservatives, and Souphanoavong for the
Communists.

In the meantime, in Vientiane, General Siho began to dlffer
mere and more from General Kouprasith. A particular reason for
the split was Siho's revival of some of the moncpelies and othel
corruption winich Phoumi had practiced in order to have funds fo

rmaintaining political support. Colonel Bounleut Saycocie then
led some forces in Vientiasne in a January 31, 1965 "demonstra-
tion", allegedly against the general staff. Bounleut denied
thet hc was acting on behalf of General Phoumi, and declared th
he wished merely to show tc the government and the general staf:
that many professional frmy officeers, who were not interested 1.
politics, desired = tru1” unified general stafL thet would get
rid of 3iho as well as certain bad elements from the Arrg. The
"dermonstration" provoked sporadic clashes between #ifth Region
and yollce forces which finally erupted intco open battle in
Vientiane on February 3. FPhouril, aitermpting to give the impres<.
sion that he had the uverwholmlnﬁ suppert of the Lao Arnmy,
including the feorces <f Bounleut, Siho, .. the Second Military
Regioa to the northeast, stated that he heo 1ost confidence in
the genersl stafl, in the governrent, and 1. Souvanna, and felt
consyvrained to toke charge of the situatica, Second Military
Region troopb attedked Vientiane from +tlie south. The Siho -
pelice, when faced with an ultimati- -0 disperse peaccfully, .
feught back, resulting in considerabie destruction in the
01ty The forCCU under Colonel Bounleut, somewhat belatedly,
rallied to the government and played a nut inconsiderable rcle
in destroying tne last volice resistance.

The FEO?J”“y 3 battle settled rany ”llltlr} and political
problems, but Constitutional problems remained. The National
Assenbly clected in 1960 was coming to the end of its five-year
mandate, and the government concluded, some what reluctantly,
that regular elections could not be held becauvse of internal

warfare, Accordingly, a Wational Congress amended the Consti-
tution, giving the Xing three options during times of crisis.
The Xing selected the cption of iopul“r consultations, and the
FPifth Legislature entered intc session fugust 18.

The Pathet Lao were invited to porticipate in the elections
but they predictably refused znd dencunced them as a farce.
They have alsc continued tc¢ claim that they, along with the
dlSuluent Neutralist minister and secretary of state, have
been excluded from the governrent. iron their sco-called "libew-
rated" areas they ccecntinue to affirm that they rermain the true
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representatives of the original coalition gevernment, and con-
tunue to dencunce the "Authorltles of Vientiane" as Amarican
reactionaries. In the internatiocnal sphere, they generally
continue ungualified sapport of the Feiping and Hanoi line ex-
cept for sore of Peiping's more blatant attacks on the Russians

On the military scene, the North Vietnamese, with decrea-
sing assistance from the Pathet Lao, gave made strong attacks
against governrent positions in Sam Neu:s province during each
ary season for the last three years. In S-vannakhet province
in Yarch 1965, the Vietnamese launched a &uring attack against
the Reserve Officers' training school at Dong Hene, along Route
9 some 50 kilometers east of Savannalkhet 01ty About 60 studer
and some cfficers successfully withstned the Vientnamese as-=
sault, and together with the Lao ~ir Force, accounted for =a
locally unprecedented 200 enemy dead. In addition, the govern-
ment forces captured nine Horth Vﬂetnaneoe Army prisoners. In
November 1965, the NHorth Vietnamese unsuccessfully atterpted t«
seize the Mekong River town of Thakhek, capital of Khammouane
province. Several more Viestnamese soldiers were killed and
captured in this venture.

To conform with other Cormmunist-instigated insurgency mo-
vements in South-east Asia, the Fathet Lao was renamed the ~ao
Pecple's Liberzation Army in October 1965,

The ICC, which had been greatly hindered in its coperations
by Fathet Loo refuszl to perrit entry into its "liberated" ter-
ritory, was asked to investigate these several cormunist attack
Acccunts of FNorth Vietnarese captured in earlier operations in
1964, as well as during the Dong Hene attack, have been release
as parts of majority repcrts signed only by India and Canada.
The FPoles refused to participate in the investigations.,

On the government side, a significant ares in nerthern
Vientiane province was regained from corrmunist contrel during
Opersation Triangle in the surmer of 1964, Towns like Vang
Vieng and Kassy, and villages lixe Hong -e¢ia, Dene and Muong
Met were returned to *the government fold. In August 1966 the
rich Nam Bac valley in ncrthern Luung Frabo: province was re-
cuperated aftver over six years under the cormmunist yoke, In
scuth Laos,a concerted scocial, eco-ovic, and security program
got under way in mid-1965, and ha. <" _.red ruch of the Sedone
Valley by the spring of 1¢67. Efrcrits to intezrate SNeutralist
forces into the Hational army made progess aftey Neutralist
colonels ousted Hong Le from cffective command in October 1966.
L sorry exanmple of the periodic bursts of viclence that
occasionally charscterize the Lao scene was the bombing, during
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the same month, of military targets in Vi tiane by former Lao
Air Force Cormmander Genersl Ma and a few of this pilots, in a
nisguided attermpt to znnihilate certain nilitary leaders.

In January and agein in June 1966 the Zational Assembly
mounted separate interpellations cf {tr=s zovernment, the second
series continuing inte September. ‘The . r sponsor introduced a
motion of censure agasinst the government at the end of iugust,
and the issembly rejected the government's budget Septerber 16,
Prime Minister Scuvanna Phoumna then asked the King to dissolve
the Assembly. After consulting his Council, the King so orde-
red as of October 7. Elections for the Sixth Legislature were
scheduded for January 1, 1967. One hundred and forty-two can-
didates ended up ccmpeting for the Assembly's 59 seats. The
new Assembly, elected under ncrmal constitutional provisions
rather than the special cnes that brought the Fifth Legislature
into being, has a full five-year mandate. The 3ixth Legislature
held its first sessicn January 30, 1947,



