








2 Nov 99

MEMORANDUM FOR  HQ PACAF/LGCE

FROM:  15CONS/LGCA (SSgt DiPietro, 448-7887)


   Hickam AFB, HI 96583 

SUBJECT:  After Action Report

1. I recently returned from a deployment to support the 1st Brigade, 3rd Battalion Special Forces from Fort Lewis Washington in the U.S. Humanitarian De-mining Assistance Program, Vientiane Laos, P.D.R.  I was deployed from 17 Jun 99 through 23 Sep 99 in support of this mission which included closing the office and program down.  The main purpose of this mission was to train the Lao nationals on de-mining; allowing them to carry out what will be a long lived de-mining mission of their country.  The main office for the program was run out of the U.S. Embassy in Vientiane, with the training camp located at Ban Ilay National Training Center, approximately 40 kilometers outside of the city.  The following is some information about the AOR that would help any future CCO’s in the event this program is re-established:

a. Laos is a communist country in which the government still holds strict control on most businesses.  They have released approximately 90 percent of the businesses to private ownership but many regulations are still imposed on them.  The Lao Government is very leery of U.S. Troop involvement in the country and is very restrictive upon the free movement of these troops.  I was briefed upon arrival that I should not present myself as a member of the military and should avoid answering any questions that seem out of the ordinary.  Additionally, I was briefed that I would be under the surveillance of Lao Officials during the first week after my arrival.  The ranking military official at the U.S. Embassy briefed me on the current standards of conduct for military personnel while in Laos.  The main issues were to observe the curfew of 0000 hours and a “buddy” rule after 2200 hours.  Restrictions on movement through Laos were only those imposed by the Lao Government.  The area around Vientiane is safe and I had little concern for my security.  This should not provoke apathy to personal security as there is a problem with bag snatching, especially with foreigners and precautions should be taken.

b. Language is a major difficulty when either conducting business or trying to accomplish things on your off duty time.  I would estimate that about 5 percent of the local people speak any English, and most of them have a limited understanding and vocabulary.  The people are very kind and tranquil, and are more than willing to spend the time pointing and playing charades to try to communicate.  While conducting official business, it was necessary to have an interpreter at all times.  All the interpreters for the team had to be contracted for by the CCO.  Laos has an ample supply of qualified interpreters.  Anyone conducting business in Laos learns quickly that they need to exercise patience.  The Lao people will not move at a quick pace.  It takes a great amount of time to make even the most routine purchases.

c.  The current economic stability of Southeast Asia is one of great volatility.  The currency in Laos fluctuates greatly.  During my deployment the fluctuation was incredible, ranging from 9800 kip to each dollar to 5600 kip to each dollar.  Due to this sporadic fluctuation the office did not keep kip on hand for fear of losing money.  Additionally, the largest note produced by Laos is the 5000 kip note, which during the majority of my deployment was worth a little more than fifty cents.  This is a burden to the pay agent when making payments larger than $1,000.   The Lao Government has made it mandatory, through an agreement with the U.S. Embassy to pay all contractors in the Lao currency with few exceptions.  This caused some problems with the contractors doing business with us.  Most of the contractors preferred to be paid in U.S. currency and some refused to do business with us unless they were paid in dollars.  Anyone leaving the country is advised to use or exchange all kip prior to leaving the country.  The currency is not accepted by anyone outside of Laos.  

d. The local sources of supply could typically provide the necessary supplies and services to support the contingency.  Transportation, billeting and communications were readily available.  Laos, however, is not on the cutting edge of technology and anything computer related was purchased during a trip to Thailand that the pay agent and I made every two weeks for the purpose of acquiring items needed by the team. 

e. With the level of work that is being done for the mission, a Staff Sergeant, Level II or above would be adequate.  The Lao culture does not discriminate against any race or gender in business dealings, so this should not be a consideration.  The daily dress for work is semi casual, consisting of slacks and a pullover collared shirt or equivalent.  The climate in Laos is hot.  Year round, the temperature will remain in the mid 80 to mid 90 degree range.  It is a monsoon type climate where the rainy season runs from July through September.  During that time expect rain daily.  

f. The process of obtaining a visa seemed to be a problem for everyone who was trying to enter the country.  Visa on arrival is available at the airport in Laos, but is only good for ten days.  In order to receive a long-term visa, all the processing must be done in person at the Lao Embassy in Bangkok.  The process consists of obtaining a telex number form along with a country clearance from the de-mining coordinator in Laos, taking this information to the Joint Task Force Office located in the U. S. Embassy, Bangkok, Thailand for processing, and finally taking your passport along with the paperwork to the Lao Embassy, in Bangkok.  It takes approximately 3 days for the Embassy to approve and issue the visa.  Delays in this process are common due to the bureaucracy of the Lao government.  For example, I stayed in Bangkok awaiting my visa for eight days with little explanation other than the Lao government is processing the paperwork.  

2. This deployment was an excellent opportunity to utilize the training I have received through formal classes, experience, and Top Dollar to support a real world mission.  With the diversity of missions that are being conducted world wide, I would encourage multi-service support such as this mission.  I feel this deployment has enhanced my ability to support any organization in wartime.

3. Please refer any questions to the undersigned at 448-7887.

NATASHA L. DIPIETRO, SSgt, USAF

Contingency Contracting Officer

