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UNITED NATIONS RI
THE WASHINGTON STAR
THE PILOT April 25, 1972

THE SECRETARY-GENERAL BEGINS TO SPEAK OUT
ON VIETNAM

Near the beginning of April, 1972, North Vietnam

launched a major offensive against South Vietnam with fighting

on all fronts. President Nixon immediately responded by in-

creasing the bombing, including the use of giant B-52s hitting

Hanoi and Haiphong. Thus once more the world was faced with

a war that seemed to have no end. And once more millions of

people the world over, including Americans, looked to the United

Nations for some kind of response and action.

At his first press conference on 10 February, 1972,

Secretary-General Waldheim took an almost neutral stand on the

war saying in effect that the only useful role he saw for the

United Nations would come after the battle was over in an

effort to rebuild the shattered country through "reconstruction

and rehabilitation". Since that time9 negotiations came to a

v
halt in Paris because the United States felt there was no use

to continue the talks until the other side showed a willingness

to negotiate. Several weeks later came the sudden massive

escalation by North Vietnam.

The Secretary-General was in Paris at the time on an

official visit, at the invitation of the French Government.
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After a talk with President Pompidou on April 7, during

which the worsening situation in Vietnam was discussed, he

reported to the press that "we are always ready to offer our

good offices if the parties concerned, all the parties con-

cerned, so wish. This is an absolutely essential pre-condition.

I think that there is not much of an opportunity for the

United Nations for the time being." But he added, in answer

to a question as to whether the United Nations could take

the initiative that "this will depend on future developments."

This statement about a willingness to use "good

offices" was headlined in all European papers. Thus the

Secretary-General was surprised, on returning to New York,

to learn that there had been almost no mention of his offer

in the United States. In the meantime, the situation on the

ground and the air in Vietnam had vastly changed, facing the

Nixon Administration with various critical alternatives,

none of which offered an easy or attractive solution.

Consequently, the Secretary-General called a press

briefing on April 25, 1972 ostensibly to report on his trip

to France, England and Latin America but in fact as a way to

continue to voice his concern about the increasingly dangerous

situation in Vietnam.
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For the first time in his four months in office>

he became almost aggressive, voice rising in pitch, fists

pounding the table as he hammered out his views. This was

no passive, neutral civil servant waiting for nations to

come to him. Mr..Waldheim was prepared to take action "whether

the parties like it or not".

"I made my position clear in Paris and in London,"

the Secretary General said strongly, face reddening. "I said

that I deeply regret the new outbreak of hostilities in that

area and that this problem, in my opinion, can only be solved

through negotiations. I shall not fail to repeat this opinion

whenever the situation arises. ... I also offered my good

offices to all parties concerned .„. the good offices of the

United Nations ... and I shall go on offering good offices

whether the parties like it or not (here he pounded the table

with his fist). I can tell you this in all frankness. Perhaps

some of you are thinking: well he is so naive that he is making

a proposal of this kind? He should know that it will not be

accepted. Well, I am not as naive as that, but I think it is

my duty to offer good offices because the day will come ... when

some Governments will say 'why did not the United Nations do

something...?1 Well, I have done it ... But we can only act

if Governments cooperate with us ... if the Governments concerned

do not wish such good offices, well, then it is up to them.



Then they should not criticize the United Nations."

He also made a comment about the nature of the war

which could seriously undermine the stated purpose of American

presence in the area. He saids "I think it is not contested

that North Vietnamese troops entered South Vietnamese terri-

tory, but we all know that there is also a civil war going

on."

The next day on the NBC "Today Show, the Secretary- .

General, in answer to questions by the NBC-UN Correspondent

Pauline Frederick, elaborated on what he meant by "good offices"

and just how far he was prepared to go in his capacity as

Secretary-General and in the feeling that it was his duty as

he represented the "conscience of mankind".

First he made it clear that he has been in communica-

tion with all the parties concerned but that there had as yet

been no official response. That at present there is simply a

silence. No rejection but no acceptance either. The question

then came whether he would simply sit idly by waiting for the

telephone to ring while the war raged.

Mr. Waldheim answered this in several ways. He said

he did have a time limit in mind as to how long he would wait

for a response. And that if there was still no response at

the end of this unspecified time, "I fully intend to take
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other measures and will not hesitate to do it." One pos-

sible "other measures" could be the calling of a Security

Council meeting under his special authority given by the

Charter in Art. 99. It has only been used once when Dag

Hammarskjold brought the Council into emergency session to

consider a threat to the peace in the outbreak of hostilities

in the Congo.

But convening the Council under Article 99 is

tricky business. In order not to be condemned and invoke the

displeasure of some of its members, particularly those with

the veto power, each Secretary-General has moved with extreme

caution. Mr. Waldheim is aware of the difficulties when

he said to Miss Frederick, "I have to think about the atti-

tude of the Members. The veto power. I must be reasonably

sure that, such an initiative will be successful." Yet when

pushed, the Secretary-General did imply that, as a last resort,

he would use Article 99 and directly confront the Council

with the situation.

Mr. Waldheim scored two points. One, in publicly

stating that the war in Vietnam is a civil war, and two, that

he is not going to let Members and People continue to blame

the United Nations for inaction. Thus he has squarely come

down on the side of the United Nations with the Charter as his
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guide. He is following in the footsteps of Dag Hammarskjold

who said, in his devastating encounter with Premier Khrushchev,

that a Secretary-General was expendable but that the United

Nations was not.

This is quite a change to the first impression of a

rather soft spoken, strictly "protocol" approach that Kurt

Waldheim had given the world in three and a half months in

office. In these last two days, he has made Vietnam an active

issue of the United Nations and has offered his personal

"good offices" to stop the fighting and find a peaceful solu-

tion.

Such forcefulness has not been seen around the

United Nations for a long time. Whether he has the answer any

more than U Thant9 who called for a return to the Geneva Agree-

ments of 1954 and 1962, for cessation of the bombing, de-

escalation and negotiations and who rejected the validity of

"hot pursuit" which spread the war to Cambodia and Laos, re-

mains to be seen. Mr. Waldheim knows the record well as he

indicated to Miss Frederick. He is fully aware of the deadlock

that has existed for months in the Paris Peace talks. Never-

theless, he feels "that perhaps with the help, of other parties,

the United Nations might be able to find a solution." It is

evident that he intends, one way or another, to try.
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And there is a new element at the United Nations.

The People's Republic of China is now an active member. The

absence of this powerful nation was one of the reasons U Thant

had for basing his belief that the U.N. could do little in

this dangerous conflict. Today Ambassador Huang Hua saw Kurt

Waldheim and there is considerable speculation that this had

something to do with Vietnam and perhaps a role that China

can play. And in the afternoon, Ambassador Bush, at his re-

.quest, is seeing the Secretary-General. Again there can be

little doubt that the subject will be Vietnam, So the waters

have been stirred and the Big Powers are starting to respond.

And so Kurt Waldheim has taken on the challenge of the

Vietnam war. He is fresh at the task and he has perhaps several

cards up his sleeve. The French have given him their full

support and cooperation. The Chinese are still an unknown

factor but they are here and available which could change the

situation. The Soviet Union have extended an official invita-

tion to the Secretary-General to visit Moscow before September.

It is inconceivable that Mr. Waldheim is suggesting an

initiative that Moscow is not aware of. England, though support-

ing the United States, also warmly welcomed Mr, Waldheim when

he visited London in April. Again Vietnam was on the agenda.

So it is safe to say the Secretary-General is acting with the



f
' i

-8-

knowledge of four of the Big Five.

The question is, of course, the United States and

Ambassador Bush may have something to say about that this

afternoon. But even, though it is reported that President

Nixon does hot like the United Nations, still at this most

crucial hour, the President just might use the Secretary-

General's offer of "good offices" to avoid making any one of

several decisions all of which could be politically damaging.

The good news for the United Nations is that it is

no longer going to be taken for granted. It is no longer going

to be content to be the long suffering Organization to whom

all complain and all blame when things go wrong. This is a

brave and courageous approach for the new Secretary-General,

but it is the only approach that will revive a failing organi-

zation and stir anew the hope of millions that the United

Nations can carry out and fulfill the high ideals contained

in the Charter for world peace and security.

James Boyd,
30 Button Place,
New York, New York. 10022


