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" Our wartime allies, the Hmong,
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BY JANE HAMILTON-MERRITT

hen hefoes of World War Ui
W recently descended upon
- the beaches of Normandy
bearing stories of honor, valor and
commitment, America was touched
by their sacrifices 10 iiberate Europe
from {yraonoy.
Aut other soidiers who scrved
America's interests vallaptly in 2
tnore recent war have been treated
with indiffereace, and mery will
now be exposed to peril. Thousands
of Hrong, a tribal people from Laos
who were the Staunchest
of US. allies during the
Vietnam War, will be
forced from refugec camps
in Thailand and repatriat-
ed to Laos under a UN.-
sponsored agreement
signed last week. While the
United States was not a di-
rcet. signatory, it supports
the repatriation program
and partfally finances it
America has taken this
coaorse in the ¢lear knowl-
edge that the Hmong will

vietnam War. Lionel Rosenbiatt of
Refugees International confirmed
tbe pesition of the Laoc Human Rights
Council that few limong refugees in
Thailand wish to resettle to Laos at
this time.

But Phyllis Oakley, the State De-
partmerct's Bureau of Refugee Pro-
grams’ acting director, adamantly Te-
{lerated the bureau's position that
there is “no credible evidence” of

‘forced repatriation of Hmong 1o 1208

or of abuses egainst Hmong return-

ecs.
Initially, the subcomimitiee stal fre-
fused to accept Hmang affidavits of

which Native Americans wers
driven.

Americans should remember their
history with Native Americars. In
magy ways, the Higong are as differ-
ent from the lowland Lao as Native
Americans were {rom the white man
We should recall that for years we
treated Native Americans as second-
class citizens and cared lintie aboul
their extermination, as we settled
them in places where they did not
wapt to live. The Lao are doing the
same with the Hmong axnd the United
States shonld mot b~ party 1o it

[ testified that returoing suck val-

‘nerable ethnic refugecs —

They rescued our air crews

and fought our battles

during the Vietnam War.
Now, when they need us,

we are sending them
back to the communists
in Laogs.

acd former US, allies —to
the dark and repressive re-
gime in Lags that has pub-
Heiy vowed "to wipe them
out" was bad policy. |
pointed our that Laos does
not ailow menitoring of re-
turdees by uNannouULcec
visits by credible inde
pendent ipvestigators, nov
docs it permit the use of
ponbiased interprelers
Such a peticy isin viole-
tlog of principies sacred
most Americans. Yet, U.S

sive apd . antheritarian
communist state they have long bat-
tled — a state with a record of
human rights abuses. Yet the Amer
ican government maintains return-
ing Hmong will e safe.

n doing so, American palicy mak-
ers jgnored the testimony of large
numbers of Hmoag from across the
United States — 150000 mow live
here — who came to Washiagton in
April 1o beg Congress 1o protect their
kinfolk {rom being forcibly repatri-
ated. o
_ puring hearings conducted ¥y the
House Subcommlittee 02 Asiar and
Pacific Affairs, chaired by Gary Ack

erman (D, N.Y.), they gave commpel-

ling evidence of a flawed and cor-
rupt screcning process to determine
refugee status for Hmong who had
esceped from Laos to Thalland, of
rvecuton :and abuses of Hmong
returnees by Lao authorities, of con-
tinded fightirg and nse of chemical
weapans by the Lao military, and of
cleansing” against the
Hmong., - . }

.t Unlike the honors gii-én o those

who fought in the battles of D-Dey,
the  Hmoog ‘in-the hearing -oom,
many of whom were former soldiers,
received no: standitg ‘ovations for
to the US. government - :

“Several members of Congress and
former CIA director William Coidy
1old of Emong sacrifices curing the

‘Iheir.houcr;zjrhldr and commitmert

detailed "credible evidence” that the
State Department insists is missing.
Eventually, a few were allgwed lo be
submirted for the record

And Oakley, during her testimony,
ignored the State Departmernt's own
human rights report that described
Laos &s 2 police state where the yul-
ing communist party restricts free-
dom of speech, press and assembly,

. denics the rights of privacy and mon-

{tors internatienal mail acd phone
calls. Thec repor. said arrests are
made op unsupported charges and
the!l prisoners, many of them politi-
cai prisoners, are forced to labor for
poth state and privale enterprises.
Why did Oakley 8¢ so? The US.
position seems 1o be aimed at accom-
modating the current Lao regime in

‘ grder o enlist ils assistance in TC-

solving lhe POW/MIA issme and in
curteiling the trafficking of parcot-
ics from laocs. (Laos is the world's
third largest producer of oplum, the
basc fer heroin.) ) .

In my tesUmony, 1 noted several
chilling aspects to the repatriation -
plan. Unlike the Cambedian refugees
who returned to their villages, .
‘Hmozg are not allowed to return to
their mountain homelands. Instead.
they must live on marginal land in
the unfsmiliar lowiands on Lao gov-
ernment approved sites. It's a hostile
environment with no protection —
sirilar to the reservations o32to

~ tax dollars — some $2 wil
lion this coming year — will be usec
for this program, which inveives the
repetriation of 8,000 Hmong by the
erd of this vear, and 4,000 by mid
1995, This repatriatjon should not g
forward and U.S. fundicg should b+
:mmediately terminated.

Mapny of the Hmoag ia Thailang —
either in egmps or ic hiding — hav
relatives ir the Urnited States, Car
ada France or Anstralie. The:
shouid be allowed 10 apply for famil
renpificalton direct'y from Thailam
rather that sent back to Laos.

The Bmong contoue to sulie
greetly for their alljance with
Usited States. This worthy, hono.
able and proud 'people sacrifice
much in their fight 1o keep the:
homeland free, to rescue downe
U.S. air crews, 1o defend criticsl U.

navigation ites,7and 10 ‘keep at bz

ln rorthern-Liosisome 70,000, cTac
North Vietnamese . troops - for -
Yenrs. . '

They do not deserve to be mistres
ed by the United States. Thelr valc
commitment and sacrifices for Ir#
dom should be recognized and °
warded = I

- Jane Bamitton-Merritt is the author &
“Tragic Mountains: The Rmang, the
Americans and the Secret Wars for
Laos 1942-1932," published fast year
bty Indians Uiversity Fress.



