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U. S. Policy toward Laos
after the Geneva Conference

Koji Terachi

The United States embarked on a course of providing direct military assistance to
Laos after the Geneva Conference of 1954. This paper examines how U. S. policy to-
ward Laos developed during the first year after the conference. The Geneva agree-
ment on Laos stipulated that the communist Pathet Lao (PL) regroup in the two
northern provinces and that general elections be held for its integration into the king-
dom in 1955. As soon as the conference ended in July 1954, the Eisenhower administra-
tion decided to divert the remaining U. S. aid to the French force in Indochina to the
“free states” of Indochina. However, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) and the Defense
Department were reluctant to recommend a force level for the Lao army and the total
amount of military aid to Laos. This was partly because no foreign troops were al-
lowed in Laos under the Geneva agreement, which meant that the U. S. could not send
a Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) to Laos to monitor and control the
execution of its military aid.

However, the reluctance of the JCS/Defense turned out to be rather symbolic. The
provision of direct aid to Laos was already a top-level National Security Council
(NSC) decision in July and NSC 5429/5 of December declared that the U. S. should
“make every effort ... to defeat Communist subversion and influence, to maintain and
support friendly non-Communist governments” in Laos as well as in Cambodia and
South Vietnam. By the end of December, the Eisenhower administration started pro-
viding the Royal Lao Government (RLG) with “cash grants” for the maintenance of its
army. This was done even before the administration made a final decision on the
amount of U. S. aid to Laos for 1955. The JCS/Defense did not object to providing these
“cash grants” for Laos.

Moreover, when the JCS finally made its recommendation on the Lao army force
level for “political considerations” in late January 1955, it proposed sending Vientiane
a group of “civilians with military experience” to administer U. S. aid to Laos. This led
to the establishment of the Programs Evaluation Office (PEO) in Vientiane by the end
of the year, which eventually functioned as a MAAG in Laos.

All through this period, U. S. officials exerted strong pressure on RLG leaders not
to make unnecessary concessions in their negotiations with the PL for the upcoming
elections. U.S. officials felt that some Lao leaders were naive in believing the widely-
shared view among the Lao that Souphanouvong, the top PL leader, and other PL
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members were not really communist. Whenever they heard of news about the possible
inclusion of PL leaders in a united government, they opposed it and even hinted at the
suspension of U.S. aid. The negotiations between the RLG and the PL eventually
collapsed and the elections were not held in the PL-controlled provinces in 1955.

In and after 1955, U. S. aid came to cover most of the military expenditures of the
RLG. But American assistance was not limited just to keeping a strong Lao regular
army in place. As NSC 5429/5 emphasized, the U.S. also sought to strengthen the
internal security capabilities of Laos “to defeat Communist subversion and influ-
ence.” To achieve this purpose, U. S. military aid to Laos was coupled with other U. S.
efforts during 1955.

First, U. S. officials in Vientiane proposed the prompt creation of an “effective
police-gendarmerie force” in Laos. By the end of 1955, the police-gendarmerie force
numbered about 1, 000, and the U. S. -sponsored para-military training of Lao officers
was also under way in Thailand. The force was expected to increase to 4,000 over the
next two years.

Another U. S. program was the creation of an “auto-defense” force. It was covertly
funded by the U. S. and was begun approximately in June 1955. The Lao army helped
its agents and certain hill tribes to organize para-military resistance forces in the PL-
controlled areas. The “auto-defense” force numbered over 10,000 by the end of 1957 and
became the major anti-guerrilla unit against the PL.

In 1955, the U. S. also proposed the military training of Lao army officers in Thai-
land. It was believed to have started in 1956. The Lao military training was also done
in the U.S. in later years. At the same time, the U. S. encouraged Thai-Lao military
planning, helped Laos to receive helicopters from Thailand and contributed to creating
an air force in Laos.

All in all, U. S. decision-making regarding assistance to Laos after Geneva was a
more systematic and organized process than the past studies on Laos often suggest,
which tend to emphasize policy differences and the haphazard way of decision-making
within the Eisenhower administration. However, this does not mean that U. S. policy
toward Laos during this period was “rational.” The simplistic and dichotomous ap-
proach of U.S. policymakers toward the political settlement in Laos, which rejected
negotiations with the PL, coupled with U.S. military and para-military assistance,
which laid too much emphasis on internal security, sowed the seeds of problems the
U. S. would face in later years.
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