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Wncw President  Johnson an-
nounced on August 30 that he
was sending Dr. Howard A. Rusk of
the New York University Medical
Center to make a frsthand inspec-
tion of private agencies’ relicf cfforts
in Victnam, the story was buried
by Dblack headlines from  Saigon.
That dav, two more strikes by U.S.
B-52 bombers at Viewcong strong-
holds in South Victnam were an-
nounced and the word was passed

saturition bombing attacks in the
south were about to be stepped up
to the rate of almost onc a day.
There is a grim conncction be-
tween these two developments. Each
in its way bears on the growing prob-
lem of what o do about the hun.
dreds of thousands of Vietnamese
civilians already uprooted by the
fighting and the thousands more who
may be added to refugee rolls if
Flanoi il Washington  intensify
their test of wills. Taken together,
y they point up a dilemma that cuts
across cvery aspect of the Vietnam
; conflict,
' American policymakers  arc d“
too sware that the joint cfforts of
* the Uniwed States and the South
Vietnainese to turn the tide of battle
in their favor, whether by B-52
bombings or by a stepped-up coun-
teroffcnsive on the ground, are
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bound 10 crcate more refugeces.
“Therc's no denying it,” one high-
ranking member of the US. aid
mission told mc in Saigon: “ecven

when we only drop leaflets warning -

of a Lombing raid, we add to the
refugee flow.”

As the war intensifics, the rcsponﬁ

sibility ol the United States to sce
to it that these displaced civilians
are cared for adequately is increased.
But under the conventions that cou-
tnue to guide the U.S.-South Viet.
namese partnership in this strange
war, the primary responsibility [ov
the care of the refugees still lies with
the government in Saigon. An cinere
gency pragram of relugee reliel, par-
ticularly in a few of the more scrious
trouble spots, may be in order, as
some members of Congress are al-
ready arguing. But to do this under
U.S. government auspices would risk
undermining the authority of the
Saigon régime.

The Johnson administration has
scitled on a compromise. The Ameri-
cans will put more money, move
mater.al, and morc manpower into
helping the refugees, and a new unit

will be created in the ULS. aid mis-

sion in Saigon to deal exclusively
“with relugees. All told, about forty
officials will be diverted to refugee
relief, cither as counselors to the so-
cial welfare miz.try in Saigon or
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out' in the field, helping untangle
bureaucratic snarls, spurring recal-
citrant local South Vietnamese au-
thorities, and otherwise seeking to
expedite relief programs. Where bot-
tlenecks persist or in emergencies
with which the South Vietnamese
are unable to cope, private Ameri-
can relief agencies, and perhaps even
foreign countries, will be called on,
with the United States providing

‘ransportation  and supplies  as
needed.
This is where Dr. Rusk enters

. the picture. He is to report to Presi-

dent Johnson on how the private
groups can be mobilized more eftec-
tively, how their separate efforts can
be co-ordinated, and how their as-
sistance can be rapidly brought to
bear in crisis arcas. But, for reasons
that become clear in the context of
the refugee problem, the administra-
tion intends to cling as long as it
can to the two principles that have
guided it up to now. One is to avoid
“Americanization” of the refugee-re-
lief efforts. The other is to discourage
as much as possible any relief pro-
gram on a scale that might threaten,
in the words of one policymaker, “to
put a premium on being a refugee.”

The Flood

It is estimated that nearly 600,000
Vietnamese have been dislodged from
- their villages and hamlets—most of
them in the past six months—and
driven toward the bigger district
towns and provincial capitals in
search of shelter, dependable food
supplies, or simply security from shot
and shell and Victcong terrorism. Of
this number, some 200,000 have sup-
posedly been “rescttled” under gov-
ernment reliel programs, though the
latest reports from U.S. officials in
Saigon suggest that many of them
have merely crowded in with rela-
tives. But the more fortunate of
them have been relocated on new
land under a program conducted by
the Saigon government, with a good
deal of material assistance [rom
American foreign aid. The South
Vietnamese government provides a
modest stake, roughly equivalent to
$50, to finance a house; the Ameri-
can aid mission contributes cement
and roofing materials.

But a village-by-village count
taken by American officials in Au-

gust confirms earlier estimates that

almost 400,000 refugees are hud-
dled in temporary camps in schools,
churchc,, 'and other makeshift
havens; in the highland areas, many
have simply squatted in open fields.
For all of these there is also supposed
to be assistance from Saigon, at levels
U.S. experts there consider not only
adequate but generous—on paper.
The food allowance sounds small,
working out to the equivalent of no
more than fifty cents a day for food
for an average family, but it has to
be measured against an average an-
nual per capita income of about
$100. In theory, government help in-
cludes free supplies of other basic
necessities such as blankets, mos-
quito nets, and sleeping mats. Be-
yond this, there are extensive relief

‘efforts by a host of private American

volunteer groups.

To a good many onlookers, in-
cluding some in the U.S. Congress,
the Vietnamese refugees are, like
their Cuban and East German

counterparts, simply voting against -

Communism with their feet. If that
is true, then it would seem logical
to encourage their rejection of life
in  Vietcong-threatened territory,
and to give them the most generous
care possible.

However, a recent tour of the
highland provinces, where most
of the refugees are coming from,
and of the coastal regions, where
most of them have congregated, sug-
gests that both the cause of the trou-
ble and the cure are considerably
more complex. Indeed, the refugee

roblem touches almost every aspect
of the struggle—political, economic,
and social as well as military.

One of the main difficulties is
that conditions vary so much from
place to place that there can be no
simple solution. In some areas, the
refugee; are reasonably comfortable,
not only by comparison with their
former living standards but with the
lot of those among whom they have
settled. Near Na Trang, for exam-
ple, row housing constructed for the
refugees is superior to that of many
local inhabitants. This reinforces
the argument of those who fear that
the present U.S. policy will lure still
greater floods of refugees into al-
ready overcrowded coastal centers
and stir even deeper resentment
among local residents.

But in another coastal province,

Quang Ngai, where refugees make
up nearly half of the populace still
under South Vietnamese government
control, conditions are appalling by
almost any standards, and the South
Vietnamese government is plainly
unable or unwilling to provide a
remedy. As of mid-August, the U.S.
embassy in Saigon held to the view
that no over-all crisis existed, that
“somehow the system had absorbed”
the bulk of the refugees, and that
there was “no evidence of starvation
or epidemic.”

Tm-: erratic performance of the
South Vietnamese government
has not made matters any easier. Re-
ports of corruption persist. But
many Washington experts feel that
the fear of being accused of corrup-
tion is « greater factor in the wide-
spread failure to pay out relief
money at the accepted rate. In any
given government program, it is
noted, spending by local officials -.
usually runs about one-third of the .
total authorized; in the event that
a new government should suddenly
come in and start checking the
books, provincial and district chiefs
want to be able to produce the cash
or ironclad vouchers. Moreover,
Saigon itself is highly erratic about
disbursing funds from month to
month; some provincial authorities
ration relief payments for fear that
a sudden cutoff might provoke re-
sentment or even uprisings by the
refugees. In many cases, refugees
may be receiving no more than half
their allotment.

Resettlement and job-retraining
programs also look better on paper.
For one thing, most of the ref-
ugees appear to be women and chil-
dren, or, as one official put it,
“what's left after all the able-bodied
people have either been drafted by
the government or impressed by the
Vietcong.” Some, whose sons and
husbands are serving with the en-
emy, are not welcome. Those able
to work are largely unskilled peas-
ants; land to start them up again in
rice farming is often at a premium.
But Saigon would much rather re-
turn them to the homes they fled
from than to resettle them. The
catch is that the very process of
pacification means more of the hit-
and-run warfare that induces the
peasant bystander to pull up stakes,. ‘\,
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and far more are fleeing their homes
than returning to them.
If the hit-and-run tactics of both
sides, together with the heavy Viet-
_cong taxation and the stepped-up
terror, are one inducement for the
peasant to leave his village, another
is a carcfully calculated Communist
campaign to spread economic chaos
by cutting communication lines and
shutting off shipments of food and
other supplies. As the Vietcong
overrun the smaller hamlets and vil-
lages, refugees crowd into district
towns, depleting rice supplies and
creating other acute shortages of
necessities such as cooking oil and
salt. And as these centers are threat-
ened in turn, the flow is pushed on
towavd the provincial towns; with
roads intevdicted and monsoon rains
hampering airlift efforts, the pres-
sure pushes the 1o.ugee flow on
down from such highland trouble
spots as Pleiku, Kontum, Ban Me
Thuot, and Da Lat to the already
crowded northern and central coastal
provinces, which have food shortages
of their own.

Rice and Ruin

A measure of the problem thus
created can be seen in the fact that
cight of thesc provinces consume
640,000 tons of rice cach year, while
producing only 220,000 tons. Even
in the best of times they must im-
port heavily from the rice-rich
Mekong Delta. This interprovince
commerce, however, has been almost
completely ruptured by the cutting
of roads and railroad lines. Shipping
cannot begin to take up the slack,
and air transport is inadequate.
Hoarding by greedy merchants hop-
ing for a spcculative killing, or by
ricegrowers who do not wish to risk
their produce on Vietcong-invested
roads, aggravates the scarcity.

Thus the refugee problem be-
comes more than a question of
handing out a dole; its key, as of
now, is the supply and price of rice,
which is something the United
States can and is doing something
about, without injuring the image
of the Saigon government as a
solicitous and busy benefactor of its
people. All teld, the US. aid mis-
sion has committed some 152,500 tons
of surplus American rice to Vietnam
for this year. Arrangements have
even been made for the emergency

purchase of as much as 50,000 tons
of rice available in Thailand, with
a special 2,500 tons to be directly
airlifted by American cargo planes
to isolated highland population cen-
ters. This shipment, at the rate of
three planes a day, will provide con-
tinuing supplies on a regular sched-
ule, and the hope is that it will
allay anxieties in remote upland
areas and contribute toward di-
minishing the refugee flow. With
these arrangements, administration
officials believe that the refugee
problem is, as onec of them put
it, “just barely manageable as of
now.”

But in piaces like Pleiku and Da
Nang, the price of rice has already
leaped thirty per cent or more at
times, especially when reserves arc
low. In the northern Buddhist

stronghold of Hué, prices of rice

and most other necessities are reck-
oned to be roughly half again as
much as in Saigon. The refugee
food allotment, however, is calcu-
lated on the basis of “reasonable”
rice prices; should they soar out of
sight, everybody would suffer. In the
words of Richard Evans, until re-
cently the top refugee man in the
Saigon aid mission, “Everybody be-
comes a refugee.” A veteran of sev-
enteen years in Far East refugee
work, Evans can readily envisage a
march on Saigon by millions of ref-

ugees if rice isn't available at a.

reasonable price.

This menace may never material-
ize, and the hope is that somehow it
could be met by more stringent gov-
ernment price controls, still larger
shipments of American surpluscs,
or some form of direct distribution.
But it is one way the relugee
problem could deal a shattering
psychological as well as ecoaomic
blow to Saigon’s cause. It is also a
reason why the United States has
directed its efforts toward making
the refugee concentrations as imper-
manent as possible.

An effort has been made to start
refugees back to their home grounds
just as soon as they seem safe and
food supplics are adequate. When-
ever possible, refugees are kept in
village groupings, where they are
encouraged to elect a village chief
and handle their affairs within their
original political framework.

Other reasons argue: for a prompt

reversal of the refugee tide, For one
thing, the refugec migration threat-
ens to solidify a »plit between Viet-
cong and anti-Victcong areas, hard-
ening the division of the country and

playing into the hands of the Com- -

munists in any [uture negotiations;
to the extent that the refugees are
moved by hatred for the Vietcong,
their departure may simplify Viet-
cong consolidation of its territorial
gains. :

The Trojan Horse
But a more ominous reason for
urgent efforts to stem if not reverse
the flood is the suspicion, which
cannot be flatly confirmed, that
Vietcong agitators and sympathizers
have been carefully planted among
the refugees to undermine arcas
thought to be safely beyond Viet-
cong influence. The lixclihood of
encmy infiltration has caused many
provincial and district officials to
isolate the refugees, or at the very
least to discourage their assimilation
into communities already encircled
and besieged by the Vietcong.

Thus the refugee problem has
presented an  almost unsolvable
quandary for Washington policy-

makers. They are adamant in their
insistence that as much of the US.~

rescuc effort in Vietnam as possible
be channeled through the Saigon
government, for all its inefficiency; a
job poorly done by Saigon, it has
been long argued, is still preferable
to a job done well by Washington.
Now, however, with the dispatch to
Saigon of a new foreign-aid chief,
Charles Mann, this doctrine will
be applied with more flexibility.
Mann was an influential member
of the U.S. economicaid mission
that conducted the remarkably suc-
cessful Vietnamese refugee program
in 1954 and 1955, when over
a million Vietnamese flocked down
from the North to escape Commu-
nist rule after the Geneva settle-
ment. Mann will not only reor-
ganize the refugee effort but is also
prepared to prod Saigon bureau-
crats and provincial chiefs. A com-
promise will be struck between the
alternatives of doing everything un-
der Saigon's auspices and plunging
in with a wholly Amecrican relict
plan that would undercut the
South Vietnamese government in
the eyes of its own people.
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