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no ASEAN policy, as everything was subsumed under the
China Card policy orientation.
In the face of this Soviet b�ildup in the Pacific-Indian
Ocean basin, especially around Cam Ranh Bay, ASEAN
countries today are increasingly aware that they are easy
prey, and are being forced to make corresponding defense
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budget decisions.
Singapore has ordered 4E-2C AWACS and ground-sup
port units, estimated at nearly $1 billion, to monitor the
Malacca Straits. The Singaporan Air Force, which already

'Kampuchea is not

has over 30 F-5s and 120 Skyhawks, is buying about one
dozen FI6-J79 fighters. Indonesia is also interested in F16s,
but has had to shelve the idea for the moment due to budgetary
problems. Defense sources in Malaysia also indicate interest
in sophisticated fighters such as the F16, F20 Tigershark,or
the European-built Tornado.
Thailand, which feels more immediately threatened by
the Soviet-Vietnamese cooperation than any other ASEAN
country, has made it a point to request the F16 Al00 model,
used by theU.S. Air Force and already sold to Egypt,Israel,
Pakistan, South Korea, and Venezuela. The Thais consider
that the short-term danger is definitely a land threat from the
Soviet-backed Vietnamese troops running Kampuchea, a
country which the Thais had relied upon as a buffer state
between them and Vietnam. The medium-term threat would
be a naval one,they believe.
With Soviet-backed Vietnamese troops at their border,
the Thais also feel that they are as much a front-line state as
Pakistan. The F-16/A-l00, which has doubled the action

Interview with Squadron Leader Prasong Soonsiri, Secre-'
tary-General of the National Security Council of Thailand,
conducted by Sophie and Pakdee Tanapura on March 16.

ElK: Do you think a political solution to the problem of
Kampuchea can be found in the regional context?

Prasong: The problem of Kampuchea is complicated, has
many other implications in other areas,and cannot be solved
in a simple way, by merely having the interested parties sit
down together for a talk. By interested parties,I mean,Viet
nam and the Democratic Kampuchea coalition government.
Not even Vietnam and Thailand could bring about a solution,
because the problem of Kampuchea is not a problem between
Vietnam and Thailand. The problem is also not one between
Vietnam and ASEAN, as Jusuf Wanandi of the Indonesian
Center for Strategic and International Studies had suggested,
and cannot be solved by the five [ASEAN] plus two [Vietnam
and Laos] discussions,or the five plus anything else.

Thais the necessary added capability to cover Vietnam as

ElK: How then should people view this regional conflict?
Prasong: The most important question to ask oneself is how

well as prepare for an eventual naval threat.

did the problem of Kampuchea start in the first place. I am a

radius of the F-16/J-79, the U.S. export model, gives the

Should Thai Prime Minister Prem Tinsulanonda get a

firm believer in the Buddhist religion. If we know the real

green light for the requested F-16/A-l00s during his visit to

cause of the problem,we could begin to tackle it and subdue

theUnited States later in April,the Soviets may step up their

it. The Vietnamese say that the Khmer Rouge were the first

carrot-and-stick approach toward Thailand. In March, the

to attack Vietnam and, therefore, they had to pursue them

Soviet Union invited Thai Princesses Maha Chakri Sirin

into Kampuchea, taking over the whole country. The Viet

dhom and Chulabon,as well as to Supreme Commander and

namese say that they had to defend themselves because the

Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces Gen. Arthit Kam

Khmer Rouge, supported by the Chinese, violated their bor

lang-ek, to visit Moscow. The number of Soviet scholarships

ders, burned down their houses, and killed the Vietnamese

for Thai students has increased sixfold from 10 to 60 for the

people.

coming year. However, should F-16/A-l00s get U.S. ap

However,if we review the historical events,we can eas

proval-further cementing a long Thai-U.S. relationship-

ily see that these Vietnamese excuses are only part of the

the Soviets could very well wage a smear campaign,accusing

global problem of Kampuchea. In fact, the Khmer Rouge

the Thais and the Americans of being responsible for the

first wanted to push back the Vietnamese that were settling

arms race in the region, a campaign which could shake up

down on Kampuchean territory along the Vietnamese-Kam

ASEAN internally.

puchean border. This was when the Vietnamese supported

The trap Thailand faces is felt equally by all ASEAN

the Vietcong against American soldiers fighting in the Viet

nations. Without aU.S. policy of economic development for

nam war. While the Vietcong waged guerrilla warfare in the

the ASEAN nations and a strong U.S. defense policy, the

southern part of Vietnam, North Vietnam, at the time, sent

ASEAN countries are trapped in a purely defensive posture

logistical and troop support to the Vietcong in the south along

which will not be able to withstand Soviet expansionism in

Ho Chi Minh trail and stationed three battalions on Kampu

the long or even medium term.

chean territory. After the liberation of South Vietnam by the
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a Vietnam-Thailand problem'
North in April 1975, the Khmer Rouge were able to over

1975 withdrawal of American forces from Vietnam. This

throw the Lon Nol government and establish themselves as

resulted in a power vacuum which created an opening for the

the new legitimate government. The problem began when

Soviets to move in.

the three battalions that were sent to support the Vietcong in

The Soviet system spreads by imposition of power. You

the South remained in Kampuchea, even though the North

can see that in Africa, the Middle East, or Latin America.

had already conquered the South.At that moment,the Khmer

The Soviets cannot sell their political and socio-economic

Rouge asked the Vietnamese to withdraw from Kampuchean

systems to any of the small countries of this area. Nobody

territory. Now why did they have to make such a request?

wants to hear of it. Therefore, for the Soviet Union, there is

They were allies, weren't they? The answer to this can be

only one way: to impose military might to serve their political

found by studying the relations between China and Vietnam,

purpose.

and China and the Soviet Union.

And what are the Vietnamese interested in? The Vietnam

Since 1965,relations between China and the Soviet Union

ese took advantage' of the situation when Soviet-Chinese

have been continuously deteriorating, until its worst point

relations were at an abysmally low level. At that point, Viet

after 1978. At the same time, relations between China and

nam was having problems with certain Khmers on its border

Vietnam were also at their low.This is why I said the problem

that the Chinese were supporting. They had to draw in the

of Kampuchea is very complicated. It goes way beyond the

Soviets because the Chinese stopped all aid-several billion

simple problem of Vietnamese soldiers coming into Kam

U.S.dollars intended for some hundred projects.What could

puchea and occupying the country.

replace this aid? The Soviets were one such big source. The
problem in Indochina is that relations between Vietnam and

EIR: Who then will be able to solve the problem of

the Soviet Union are such that each side is taking advantage

Kampuchea?

of one another.Their relations are not based on any historical

Prasong: The problem goes beyond the capacity of the small

principles or thought-out policies. Therefore, when we ana

people in Kampuchea, beyond the capacity of the ASEAN

lyze closely this p�icular relationship, we can safely say

countries. The United Nations proposal to organize an Inter

that it is not based on mutual trust. The Soviets would like to

national Conference on Kampuchea has tried to take into

dominate this area of the world, but at the same time, the

account the full scope of the problem.This should help create

Vietnamese have no trust in them in the long-term.However,

the framework for a solution. . . .

at present both sides need and depend on each other.Without

The essence of the problem has never fully been taken

the Soviets,the Vietnamese would not be able to remain and

into consideration.The deterioration of Vietnamese-Chinese

fight in Kampuchea. Without the Soviets, the present Viet

relations was in effect ignored,though the two countries were

namese government might not even be able to survive in

at one time in history closely tied to each other. After all,
they drink the same water from the Red River which comes

Vietnam itself. Military aid was needed to build up the Vi
etnamese forces after the first Chinese "lesson. " In 1979,

from China, from the same mountain source. They are like

Vietnam had only 33 divisions. Only two years later, by

brothers apd sisters. History at different moments may have

1981,Vietnam was able to increase its forces to 58 divisions

created deep bitter feelings between them, but they cannot

equipped with some of the most modem weapons.Economic

escape the fact that they are neighbors and will have to live

aid was also given,in the way of sufficient food supplies and

next to one another.

several projects intended to help in the reconstruction of the

Now the present deterioration of the Vietnamese-Chinese

country. But as far as I can see, the Soviets give aid only to

relations began, in fact, at the point that relations between

the extent that it keeps Vietnam feeding out of their hands,

the Soviet Union and China were deteriorating,that is,from

giving the Soviets themselves time to increase their presence

1965 to 1978. It is precisely during this period that the Soviet

in Indochina and especially in Vietnam.

Union saw the opportunity offered to her,especially after the
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Now why did I say that such a relationship is based on
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mutually taking advantage of each other? This is because the

Prasong: More than 20 Vietnamese divisions are fighting in

Soviet Union looks upon this region not only in terms of

Kampuchea and this poses a threat for us, because while

Soviet interest, but rather in terms of Soviet world strategic

fighting in Kampuchea,they sometimes violate our borders.

interest. Should the Soviet Union control this area, it would

Other times, they threaten to violate our territory. There are

give them better control over the juncture point between the

some countries in ASEAN that think that the Vietnamese are

Pacific and the Indian Oceans which then leads to their inter

not a threat to regional security. Now if Vietnam were to keep

ests in the Middle East. This is why the Kampuchea problem

their troops within their borders, I would say Vietnam poses

is a very complicated one and involves the interests of the

no threat at all. However, I say that with 20 divisions'in

superpowers.Therefore,the problem cannot be solved easily

Kampuchea and with six divisions in Laos on our borders,

with some kind of formula.

the Vietnamese are definitely a threat to the security of Thai

EIR: Do you think that a strategic shift in the balance of

but now their soldiers are along our borders. . . .

land. Vietnamese territory never before touched our borders,
power between the United States and the Soviet Union in

Vietnam did not come into Kampuchea alone, but brought

favor of the United States could favorably influence the sit

along with her Soviet influence into Indochina.The Vietnam

uation in Kampuchea?

·

move Vietnam out of Kampuchea,the Soviets would still be

checked only when it stumbles on an obstacle. I will always

quite entrenched in Indochina and this can pull other super

remember Lenin's teachings to his followers. Carrying out a

powers into the regional conflict. It will be difficult for coun

policy, he said, is like plunging a bayonet into the enemy's

tries in this region to maintain peace and security.

flesh. If the blade encounters a bone and you cannot push it

The Soviets started to come into the region since 1979

through, then pull it out. If the bayonet does not encounter

and their military power increased with the years that fol

any bone, then keep plunging it into the enemy until he is

lowed. They first used the harbors, built improved piers at

dead.
Here is another example-when the Soviets decided to

·

ese threat has the suppOrt of the Soviets. Were we able to

Prasong: From the recent events, Soviet expansionism is

Cam Ranh Bay,then used the airfields as well as building up
additional military installations, including an electronic in

set up a strategic base in Cuba. At the time, I was still a

telligence center capable of gathering all relevant strategic

student in the United States, in Colorado to be exact. That

information in the region.This station is located in the south

was when John F. Kennedy was President of the United

ern part of Vietnam, near Danang. The Soviets have also

States. Why did the Soviet Union halt in its tracks following

improved the harbor site of Kom Pong Som which allows for

the quarantine announced by JFK? We should learn how to

Soviet or East European freighters and warships to dock. A

deal with the Soviet Union from such relevant historical

third deep sea port has already been completed at Riem,

examples. We should not think like some politicians who

conceived as a temporary port second to K.om Pong Som. So

entertain the illusion that some compromise could be reached.

we can see that the Soviets have expanded their presence

It is not easy to do so with the Soviet Union. The Soviet

from Cam Ranh Bay right into the Gulf of Thailand at Kom

Union is willing to sit down at the table only if the negotiating

Pong Som and Riem in Kampuchea. Therefore, Soviet mili

partner is firm. If the negotiating partner is not firm, the

tary power, whether it be warships or submarines,is right at

Soviets will exploit that weakness immediately. This is so in

our doorstep.

every case and,therefore, also in the case of Vietnam. Now

Cam Ranh Bay has become the Soviets' big military

when I say firm and strong I don't mean being stubborn. I

command-control center for Southeast Asia. It also has en

mean firm in principles. Many events in the world violate

larged airfields which can accommodate medium-size bomb

these principles. U. N. principles still protect small countries

ers of the Tupolev 16 type, otherwise known as "Badgers. "

like ours. We have to stick to principles of international law,

We now have ten Tupolev 16s stationed at Cam Ranh Bay,

of majority rule, because we live in a world community. If

as well as several Tupolev 95s, also known as "Bears. " The

we don't stick at least to these principles,we small countries

medium-size Badger bombers have an action radius of 2,000

will run into trouble. If we keep to these principles,there will

miles, therefore, with the capability of reaching Indonesia.

be increased security.
I myself,when working on security questions,keep three
things in mind. One, I will defend principles and measures

As for the Bears, there are two categories: Bear D and Bear
F to hunt submarines, as well as to gather intelligence or to
deploy on reconnaissance.

taken to safeguard those principles of international law, in

Why do the Soviets have to increase their military strength

ternational relations or U.N. resolutions. Two, I must look

in this region in this way? The other powers are staying within

for friends and allies, which is a way of reducing conflicts.

their own borders. China has never stationed her forces out

The third point is non-intervention into another country's

side the country. The United States has withdrawn its forces

business.

to Subic Bay (Philippines).

EIR: How do you estimate the Vietnamese threat for

in the region but they have also done as much for their naval

Thailand?

power. The Soviet navy stationed aLVladivostok over the

Not only have the Soviets built up their air force presence

·
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past two to three years is the fastest growing naval power in

relations among the three Indochina states similar to those

the Far East. Before 1979, Soviet Naval forces stationed at

during the French colonial period when there was a colonial

Cam Ranh Bay at first numbered only four to five surface

master. You can check the terms of the treaties signed be

warships moving in and out of the harbor per year. In 1979,

tween Vietnam and Kampuchea or Laos and you will see that

this figure increased to 10-15 ships per year.In the following

the 25-year treaties with either Laos or Kampuchea limit the

year, this increased to 15-20 ships. And finally in 1983, it

sovereignty of those countries.

reached 20-25 ships altogether, as dense as the Soviet naval
presence in the Indian Ocean. At present, there is a continu

EIR: You have often mentioned that Kampuchea is

ous two-way flow of Soviet ships on the order of 24 every

undergoing the process of Vietnamization.How is this taking

day from Vladivostock or those Soviet ships coming back

place?

from their deployments in the Middle East through the Indian

Prasong: In Kampuchea, Vietnam has intervened deeply

Ocean making their way back for repairs or reconnaissance.

into the socio-educational process to transform the Khmer

As for surface warships stationed in Cam Ranh Bay, there

sense of national identity, to reshape Khmer children's out

are no fewer than five, not to speak of the constant presence

look toward Vietnam.They have reformed the school curric

of two submarines that surface once in a while.These nuclear

ulum and introduced Vietnamese as an obligatory language

submarines are capable of attacking anywhere but you must

in Khmer schools.This is the truth.Vietnamese citizens have

understand the following. There is a constant presence of

been placed in administrative posts at the municipal, district,

some 24 warships in the Bay-what with those permanently

and provincial levels. Khmers holding these posts who are

stationed there and those docking in for repairs. Because of

not willing to buckle under Vietnamese rule, are systemati

this, the Soviets have built up repair docks and piers, per

cally purged.

manently anchored as well as floating dry docks, for that
precise servicing purpose.There are at present altogether five
piers capable of servicing surface warships as well as nuclear
submarines.

EIR: What kind of policy would you like to see from the
U.S. government?

Prasong: As far as I can see, U.S. policy in Southeast Asia

In addition to this imposing presence, Soviet advisers

usually consists of mere declarations that it supports ASEAN

have also been sent into Kampuchea and Laos. The Soviets

policy. This indicates that the United States does not really

are at this point helping Laos improve the quality of its armed

have a policy for Southeast Asia. Because if she had her own

forces. They are also planning to build up their military

policy, she would not have to say that whatever ASEAN

installations in Kampuchea. Given these facts, we can see

wants, the U.S. will support. I want to call the attention of

that there is both the intermediate as well as long-term threat.

the United States to the fact that the Soviets are building up

The il1termediate threat emanates from Vietnam in Kampu

their forces in this region tremendously. Some people in the

chea because it is on our borders. If the long-term Soviet

U.S.are saying that the U.S. should better move to some rim

threat is not resolved, this region will be the site of many

area. I don't think small countries in this area would want to

power conflicts. China herself cannot allow the Soviets to

become communist. However, we must not forget that the

block her in the South. I still believe that, even though China

Soviet Union has already swallowed other smaller countries

just opened in Moscow her fourth dialogue with the Soviet

by using its military strength. What would stop them from

Union, China will never be as close as she was to the Soviet

repeating it, if a superpower like the United States were to

Union in 1965 because their national interests are now so

overlook this kind of problem and agree to move out of the

divergent. The dialogue is merely a channel of discussion

area, as the withdrawal ofU.S. forces from South Korea was

and nothing more. I think that this state of affairs does not

once discussed. I don't agree with that kind of policy at all. I

make Vietnam very happy. We must keep in mind that the

think that, on the contrary, the United States should increase

Soviets consider everything from the standpoint of their world

its role and presence in this region. In such a crisis situation,

strategic interest. If the Soviets were to reach some kind of

smaller countries like ours wouldn't mind it at all. But if the

agreement with China, Vietnam would be in real trouble.

United States thinks that it should move away in order to

EIR: What are the Vietnamese doing in Kampuchea?
Prasong: Vietnam justifies its action as humanitarian but,

more comfortable now but it is in for deeper trouble in the

defend itself, it would increase its own isolation.It is perhaps
future. The United States may think that its weapons are of

on the other hand, she has not contributed in any way to the

better quality, better efficiency, even though in certain cate

reconstruction of the Kampuchean economy. All to the con

gories of strategic weapons, the U.S. may be inferior. But

trary the country is being colonized and will be transformed

don't underestimate the other side whose guidelines are sim

into another Vietnam in the long term within the creation of

ply "whatever I can take by force, I take." Don't forget

the Indochinese Federation. Each time Vietnam makes a

Lenin's teachings: "Probe with your bayonet; if you encoun

declaration concerning Laos or Kampuchea, she usually re

ter steel, withdraw; if you meet flesh, continue." I will never

fers to the "special relations" between Vietnam and the other

forget this since my studies. And this has proven to be Soviet

Indochina states. By "special relations," they actually mean

behavior. Therefore, you must be firm.
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