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ABSTRACT 

This paper represents original research in the UNICEF archives and illuminates the case 

study of this particular intergovernmental organization (IGO) during the period of the 

Korean War through the Vietnam War (1948-1975).  It investigates the complex issues 

raised by the intersection of power politics and humanitarian impartiality.  It argues that 

historians must take intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) and international non-

governmental organizations (INGOs) seriously in their attempt to accurately interpret the 

historical record.  The story of UNICEF during the Korean War charts a familiar 

narrative where superpower rivalries served to derail the good intentions of this 

purportedly impartial intergovernmental organization.  However, the case study of 

UNICEF in Vietnam is a surprising example of the rising influence and impact of IGOs 

and INGOs on the international scene.  By balancing its associations across the East-West 

divide and riding a wave of increasingly international sentiment worldwide, UNICEF 

navigated a treacherous political arena and realized new heights of its goal of impartiality 

even before the cessation of war in Vietnam.  In a dramatic show of their expanding 

influence, UNICEF played a pivotal role in improving relations between the United 

Nations and North Vietnam. 
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CHAPTER 1: A WORLD UNITED 

 

Introduction 

 At 6:00 am on 2 May 1975, an unexpected scene was unfolding in the capital of 

the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRVN).  A government car with two Vietnamese- 

made UN flags was delivering UNICEF representative Jacques Beaumont to a stadium in 

Hanoi.  Here in this stadium, just days after the final evacuation of the U.S. from South 

Vietnam, Beaumont was introduced as the representative of the UN system in front of the 

entire diplomatic corps1.  The government of North Vietnam, which had long eschewed 

all relations public or private with the United Nations, was now publicly recognizing a 

member of this organization that had previously been intimately associated with an anti-

Communist and U.S. dominated agenda.  This was not mere political theater either, for 

shortly thereafter the DRVN began its bid to become an official member of the United 

Nations. 

 So what was it that helped to affect such a significant change in the attitude of the 

DRVN towards the United Nations?  This paper argues that the diligent work of UNICEF 

in both the North and South of Vietnam combined with a tenacious drive for improved 

relationships with the DRVN government played a pivotal role in bringing this 

transformation to pass.  The story of UNICEF in Korea and Vietnam demonstrates the 

transformation of this organization from a struggling aid organization to a significant 

broker of international goodwill.  While the realities of war and politics seriously 

                                                           
1 Volkmann, C.S. A History of Unicef in Vietnam. Expanded # CF-RAI-USAA-DBOI-HS-2005-00146  
External ID HST-1975 Vietnam Sep Container CF/RA/BX/ED/X/1975/T053 Administrative and working 
files Indoc. Date Registered 7/21/2005. Page 21. 
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hampered UNICEF’S work on the ground during both of these wars, this account charts 

the creation and realization of a unique space from which UNICEF would pursue its 

impartial mission in the war zone. 

 

Historiography 

The most extensive work on UNICEF can be found in Maggie Black’s two books 

entitled The Children and the Nations (1987)2 and Children First (1996)3.  Almost 

encyclopedic in their presentation, these UNICEF-sponsored works provide biographical 

information about the organization over the years.   While helpful in establishing 

background information, Black’s sweeping overview does not necessarily incorporate 

UNICEF into the broader sweep of social and political history.  

Yves Beigbeder’s New Challenges for UNICEF (2001)4, represents another 

survey which seeks to “present in a relatively brief form some of the important events in 

the agency’s life, its main programmes, the challenges and problems faced and what 

solutions, if any, were found.”  Beigbeder writes from the critical stance of the historian 

and seeks to illuminate both positive and negative realities within the organization.  

Issues of interagency rivalry, politics and funding play alongside the general analysis.  In 

this way Beigbeder’s work constitutes an attempt to begin to place UNICEF into the 

broader historical context. 

Jennifer Morris’ dissertation entitled The Origins of UNICEF 1946-1953 (2004)5 

examines the founding of UNICEF and its place in the postwar world.  Morris claims that 

                                                           
2 Black, M. (1987). The Children and the Nations. Australasia: Macmillan. 
3 Black, M. (1996). Children First. Australasia: Macmillan. 
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UNICEF’s unique situation as an apolitical philanthropic organization “provides a unique 

perspective from which to forge links between the political, economic and social histories 

of the postwar period.”  In her work Morris specifically focuses on the issue of what 

UNICEF programs reveal about ideas of the postwar family.  She concludes that gender 

roles and expectations were fully incorporated into how aid eligibility was determined. 

Christian Salazar Volkmann’s work entitled A History of UNICEF in Vietnam 

(2005) is a more personal account of the work of UNICEF in Vietnam and claims the 

designation of memoire.  Volkmann utilizes a variety of sources but primarily represents 

UNICEF Vietnam as seen “through the testimonies of several generations of 

professionals who worked for and with UNICEF in Vietnam with only one aim: to 

improve the life of Vietnamese children and women.”6 This “eyewitness” account 

augmented my research and served to confirm my conclusions. 

While the literature on international organizations is far from extensive, it is not 

without precedent.  First published in 1916, Leonard Woolf’s International Government7 

explored the possibilities of creating international authority and preventing war.  He 

emphasized the rapid growth of organized international relations during the first half of 

the century and saw this as the evidence of an internal dynamic that was taking place in 

western society.  In his eyes the War was an anomaly which would fade back into the 

normative pattern once over. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
4 Beigbeder, Y. (2001). New Challenges for Unicef. Australasia: Macmillan. 
5 Morris, J. M. (2004). The Origins of UNICEF 1946-1953.  Ohio: Oxford.  
6 Volkmann, C.S. A History of Unicef in Vietnam. Expanded # CF-RAI-USAA-DBOI-HS-2005-00146  
External ID HST-1975 Vietnam Sep Container CF/RA/BX/ED/X/1975/T053 Administrative and working 
files Indoc. Date Registered 7/21/2005. 
7 Woolf, L.  (1971). International Government. New York: Garland. 
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In the book International Non-Government Organizations (1951)8, Lyman 

Cromwell White provided arguably the first comprehensive treatment of the 

development, purposes, methods and accomplishments of these organizations.  His main 

focus was on those organizations composed of private citizens or private bodies - 

although he also examined the relationships between non-governmental and 

intergovernmental organizations.   

Contemporary utilization of the international organization as a distinct historical 

analytical tool burst on the scene with Akira Iriye work entitled Global Community.  Iriye 

notes how international organizations have steadily grown in number and in scope since 

the late 19th century yet have largely escaped the eye of the historian.  He insists that a 

scholarly emphasis on these organizations “provides a fresh perspective on the evolution 

of international relations and enables us to reconceptualize modern history.”9  In 

particular it provides a corrective to the conflictual, (or “anarchical”) world of the 

political or economic historian.10  He defines these organizations in terms of either 

intergovernmental organizations (institutions that come into existence through formal 

agreements among nations and represent their respective governments) or international 

non-government organizations (associations established by private individuals or groups).  

Perhaps the best known IGO is the United Nations, of which UNICEF is an official Fund. 

In the wake of Iriye’s investigation of international community others have sought 

to advanced or refined this general thesis.  In her book entitled The Birth of Development, 

                                                           
8 White, L.C. (1951). International Non-Government Organizations. New Brunswick, Rutgers. 
9 Iriye, A. (2002).  Global Community: The role of international organizations in the making of the 
contemporary world. Berkely: University of California Press. Page 1 
10 Iriye, A. (2002).  Global Community: The role of international organizations in the making of the 
contemporary world. Berkely: University of California Press. Page 5 
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Amy Staples provides a sweeping overview of the work of the World Bank, the Food and 

Agriculture Organization, and the World Health Organization primarily from 1945-1965.  

Framing this time as “the birth of development,” Staples highlights the rationalist 

impulses and Progressive Era ethic that animated the leaders of this movement.  These 

highly idealistic individuals prided themselves in acting as neutral agents and citizens of 

the world.11  Nevertheless, Staples describes how their intentions were frequently waylaid 

by the intractability of the problems they faced and their Western based concepts of 

progress and development.  She claims that “while motivated by the best of intentions, 

the UN specialized agencies did much harm.”12  Nevertheless, Staples frames these 

organizations as part of an important larger piece of international history in the last 

century.  In much the same way that American democracy is an optimistic yet halting 

endeavor, she claims that these early UN agencies are part of a noble and evolving 

lineage which has brought us far more successful attempts at development in recent 

times.  

In his article A Pox on Your Narrative: Writing Disease Control in to Cold War 

History, Erez Manela examines the World Health Organization (WHO) campaign for the 

global eradication of smallpox in the 1960s and 70s within the context of postwar 

international history.  The paradox of this particular case is the way in which the 

superpowers managed to collaborate even as the Cold War drove an increasingly large 

wedge between them.  Manela highlights critical political moments in which superpower 

leadership made commitments to global health (for a variety of reasons) and then largely 

                                                           
11 Staples, 2. 
12 Staples, 2. 
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delegated the process to mid-level technocrats who carried out the plans long after the 

political moment had passed.  He states that “All this suggests that to understand the 

global eradication of smallpox, we need to see not so much beyond the state but into it, 

disaggregating the sovereign monolith in order to see how decisions of international 

significance were made outside those organs of government –the White House, Congress, 

the Department of State – that diplomatic historians typically associate with the 

management of international affairs.13”  For all their disagreements and suspect motives, 

the superpowers shared a common concept of development and pursued a common 

scientific and medical agenda in the global south.  Manela sees the very existence of the 

WHO as crucial in creating a space for collaboration between the East and the West and 

the exercise of “international authority”14. 

My work falls into this historiography in that it builds on Iriye’s premise that 

international organizations can provide a corrective vantage point from which to evaluate 

the post war period.  It charts a similar trajectory for UNICEF as Staples describes in her 

work, yet draws different conclusions regarding the efficacy of this IGO in the political 

arena of the Vietnam War.  In concert with Manela I argue that it is critical to 

“disaggregate the sovereign monolith” and examine the work of mid-level technocrats 

and internationalists to see how significant decisions are made outside the normal organs 

of government.  However, my entry point shines the spotlight primarily on UNICEF as an 

IGO and only occasionally on the sovereign states that comprised its membership.  

Clearly UNICEF has been ignored by historians and must be reincorporated into Cold-

                                                           
13 Manela, Erez. "A Pox on Your Narrative: Writing Disease Control into Cold War History." Diplomatic 
History 34.2 (2010): 299-323. Academic Search Premier. EBSCO. Web. 21 July 2010.   
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War international history and the history of the Vietnam War.  The dramatic growth in 

the significance of international organizations during the Cold War Era meant that states 

began to both cooperate and compete with these entities for political power and global 

influence.  While traditional political, social, and economic histories have overlooked 

these accounts, my work utilizes the UNICEF case study to highlight the significance of 

this type of historical analysis. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
14 Manela, Erez. "A Pox on Your Narrative: Writing Disease Control into Cold War History." Diplomatic 
History 34.2 (2010): 299-323. Academic Search Premier. EBSCO. Web. 21 July 2010. 
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CHAPTER 2: A BRIEF HISTORY OF UNICEF 

 

The Origins of International Organizations: 

 With its roots in the aftermath of WWII and its gestation in the early years of the 

Cold War, UNICEF inevitably found itself embroiled in the realities of both cold and hot 

zones of conflict.  In many ways UNICEF represented a new breed of international 

organizations which were increasingly occupying space previously reserved exclusively 

for state actors.  This of course promised to create multiple conflicts of interest and 

confrontations.  As a purportedly impartial organization, which strove to remain above 

the fray of state conflict, it found itself facing a host of unique challenges and 

opportunities.  In many ways the case of UNICEF in Korea and Vietnam represents the 

larger story of the unique rise of intergovernment organizations (IGOs) and international 

non-government organization (INGOs) in the second half of the 20th century.   

International connections had long existed in the form of alliances, treaties and 

agreements, yet the late 19th and 20th centuries witnessed a particular flowering of 

internationalism.  While the Great War and WWII provided serious challenges to the 

ideals of these rising internationalist, neither succeeded in derailing this new breed of 

actors.  Stymied for a while during The Great War, they nevertheless re-emerged to 

create such institutions as the League of Nations and address issues ranging from 

international transportation and communications to nature conservation.  The case of the 

International Olympic Committee stands as a pointed example of how international unity 

could prevail even in the face of growing national and racial divisions.  The Second 

World War may have seemed evidence of the failure of these attempts at 
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internationalism, yet networks such as the Office of Relief and Rehabilitation Operations 

(1942) and the American Council of Voluntary Agencies for Foreign Service (1943) 

emerged even during the war in anticipation of postwar relief.  If the dramatic global 

devastation of the Wars had made one thing clear to internationalists, it was that the 

world was increasingly interconnected and “Such awareness could be mobilized to 

provide the basis for postwar internationalism, a determination to strengthen movements 

and institutions that would unify the world.”15  

The crowning achievement of these internationalists was the creation of the 

United Nations.  Its predecessor, the League of Nations, had failed miserably amidst its 

diffuse governance structure and limited endorsement by the Great Power nations.  Such 

weaknesses were addressed in the new entity by consolidating power in the Security 

Council and granting veto power (and hence greater sovereignty) to each of the 

permanent members.  If two World Wars and massive economic convulsions had 

convinced the superpowers that they must engage in the global community, this new 

structure enabled those connections to become politically feasible.  While the rapid onset 

of the Cold War seemed to indicate the futility of international cooperation, neither the 

US nor the USSR ever withdrew from this organization.16  The United Nations was to 

become the central figure in the international sphere and a unique space in which to forge 

connections even as multiple forces threatened to divide the world. 

 

                                                           
15 Iriye, A. (2002).  Global Community: The role of international organizations in the making of the 
contemporary world. Berkely: University of California Press. P 41 
16 Kennedy, Paul. The Parliament of Man: The Past, Present and Future of the United Nations. New York: 
Random House, 2006. Pages 24-32. 
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The roots of a special IGO 

 On December 11, 1946 the United Nations International Children’s Emergency 

Fund came in to being.  Born of the same impetus that spawned the United Nations and 

infused with a growing sensitivity to the needs of children in the Post-War era, UNICEF 

drew its roots from a varied heritage of humanitarian efforts, which emerged in response 

to the devastation of WWII.  As the inheritor of assets from the temporary United Nations 

Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) UNICEF’s mandate was to ensure 

that the expiration of this earlier organization would not result in the neglect of the needs 

of children in postwar Europe. In her book The Children and the Nations Maggie Black 

tells the story of the inception of UNICEF.17  Effective leadership in its formative stage 

came by way of an extraordinary doctor named Ludwik Rajchman.  The former Chief 

Medical Officer for the League of Nations Health Secretariat, this remarkable, yet at 

times abrasive, Polish national had been passed over during the formation of the World 

Health Organization (WHO).  He instead chose to throw his tenacious energy behind the 

cause of needy children and was elected the Chairman of the UNICEF Board at its first 

meeting.18  Knowing the need for extraordinary leadership as well as political leverage in 

a time when the East and West were rapidly diverging, he pushed to have Maurice Pate, 

one of Herbert Hoover’s aides, approved as the executive director.  Rajchman’s only 

stipulation was that assistance should be given “on the basis of need, without 

                                                           
17 Black, M. (1987). The Children and the Nations. Australasia: Macmillan. 
18 Black, M. pages 30-31. 
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discrimination because of race, creed, nationality, status, or political belief.”  In the work 

of UNICEF therefore there was to be no ex-enemy child.19 

 Between the years 1946 and 1950 much transpired within this organization.  

Originally intended as a temporary emergency relief organization, UNICEF began to 

gradually expand its scope. In a situation where the early UN agencies were competing 

over funds, territory, and scope of mission, UNICEF carved out its place as provider of 

foods, vaccines, medical supplies and even medical training fellowships.  As its original 

mandate was reaching a conclusion, a grassroots groundswell of support began to rise for 

the continuance of this organization.  Nevertheless UNICEF had to face some formidable 

obstacles.  The first was funding, which had been provided largely by the US, and with 

the end of emergency operations in Europe was loath to continue footing a bill that 

increasingly provided aid to Communist countries.  The second was territorial, as other 

permanent UN agencies disliked UNICEF’s unusual role (servicing an age group rather 

than a technical category) and wished to see its work dissolved into their own apparatus.  

The final barrier had to do with finer arguments over what constituted appropriate 

assistance – with UNICEF’s emergency aid seen as an inferior form of a hand out.20  

Nevertheless, the voice of the emerging third world carried the day and with the notable 

abstention of the United States, UNICEF was issued a 3-year continuance of its mission 

by vote of the full General Assembly on December 1st, 1950.  Three years later on 

October of 1953 it finally received permanent status.   

                                                           
19 Black, M. page 34. 
20 Black, M. page 79-80 
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Yet mere existence was not the only challenge UNICEF faced.  With Cold War 

tensions rapidly on the rise UNICEF found itself striving for neutrality in an increasingly 

polarized world.  After a heroic effort to establish the UNICEF mission in China, work 

was suspended when the UN refused to recognize the communist government. The 

leadership of Ludwik Rajchman became a second casualty of the Cold War.  As a 

delegate from a country now allied with the communist USSR, he found his loyalties 

increasingly called into challenge.  After walking out of a UNICEF board meeting to 

support the USSR position on Nationalist China, in 1951 he was replaced and practically 

exiled for his communist associations.21  Nevertheless, Rajchman’s tireless efforts and 

extraordinary leadership had proved a critical factor in the establishment of UNICEF.  

Along with its quest to provide assistance to children around the world, the history of 

UNICEF was destined to become a history of the principled stand to resist the forces that 

had ended the tenure of its first Chairman. 

                                                           
21 Black, M. Page 85. 
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CHAPTER 3: UNICEF DURING THE KOREAN WAR (1948-1953): 

 

Introduction 

In many ways, the case of UNICEF during the Korean War follows the all too familiar 

narrative of superpower enmity thwarting intentions of international goodwill.  Even in 

its role as a Fund (as opposed to a specialized UN Agency), UNICEF’s connection to the 

UN through its creation and governance apparatus resulted in the derailing of its initial 

intentions of extending impartial assistance to both North and South Korea.  The United 

Nations under pressure from the United States initiated a military operation against North 

Korea in which the United States played the leading role.  In the end UNICEF was forced 

to operate within the programme of the UN and was clearly perceived as a tool of the UN 

with its western sympathies and influences.  This destroyed UNICEF’s attempts at 

impartiality and resulted in their failure to extend assistance to the whole of Korea. 

 

UNICEF before the war in Korea: 

 It was during the years of post-WWII emergency aid that UNICEF made its first 

contacts in Korea.   Although most of the early work of UNICEF had been focused on 

alleviating the urgent needs of the children of Europe, this was not the only area where 

children had suffered from the war.  In particular, the people of Asia had suffered at the 

hands of their Japanese occupiers.  In November of 1944, in the midst of a civil war that 

had erupted between the communists and nationalists following the Japanese departure, 

UNRRA opened an office in southern China and “began to organize the largest relief and 
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rehabilitation programme ever undertaken in a single country.”22  In spite of the rapidly 

deteriorating conditions in the country UNRRA continued its work on both sides of the 

civil war in China until it handed over its resources to UNICEF at the end of 1947.  It was 

here in China that UNICEF first cut its teeth on the emerging Cold War conflict in Asia.  

Marcel Junod, Chief of the UNICEF mission in China, opened contacts with CLARA 

(the Chinese Liberated Areas Relief Association) and even negotiated agreements to 

move supplies through the fighting lines.  Nevertheless, the progress of the civil war and 

the rapid Communist advance soon terminated these ambitious plans.  In spite of the fact 

that cordial relations with CLARA had been achieved and UNICEF was the only UN 

office not to evacuate when the Communists took control, it soon became apparent that 

UNICEF had outlived it welcome in China.  When the UN refused to recognize the 

People’s Republic of China and the UNICEF board tied a vote to seat the new Chinese 

representative, the mission in China was doomed.  On 1 December 1951 the order was 

given to suspend UNICEF operations and withdraw from China. 

Meanwhile in August of 1948 Dr. Marcel Junod had made a special visit to Korea 

to ascertain the situation there.23  He arrived four days after the Republic of Korea (ROK) 

proclaimed its independence under the leadership of President Syngman Rhee.  After 

forty years of Japanese occupation, three years of U.S. Military occupation and the 

artificial division of the country into two zones of trusteeship (US and USSR), the nation 

faced serious challenges.  A refugee population numbering in the millions (5-10% of the 

                                                           
22 Black, M. Page 56. 
23 Special Mission of Dr. Marcel Junod Chief of Mission ICEF, China to Korea, 19-24 August 1948. 
Folder: A160, Archive code: CF-NYH-05, Program Division 1947-50 Asia-General, Korea, Malaya 
Singapor, N. Borneo, Pakistan, Philippines, Thailand. Box 1947-T022, UNICEF Archives @ United 
Nations Archive Center Queens, NY. 
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population) lived at the mercy of government provision.  The division of the country at 

the 38th parallel and the lack of cooperation across this boundary had resulted in the 

industrial North being cut off from the agricultural South.  Venereal diseases, TB, 

leprosy, malaria, worms and a variety of other afflictions beset a society severely lacking 

in social and medical structures for the sick and helpless.  Dr. Junod highly recommended 

UNICEF assistance be rendered to the Republic of Korea (ROK) and then extended by all 

possible means to the remainder of the country (notably the North).  He spoke with the 

President of the Republic of Korea and clarified the terms of a possible UNICEF 

agreement - emphasizing the apolitical and non-discriminatory policy for distributions.  

He indicated in a letter to Maurice Pate24 (executive director UNICEF) that he had 

wished to make a trip to the North but had been instructed by the American military 

commander that this was not advisable.  He hoped the next representative would be able 

to make connections at the northern border in order to secure entry into that part of the 

country.  In the meantime he recommended the limited UNICEF funds be invested in 

public health and social welfare programs with the intention of effecting long-term 

changes in the Korean nation.25 

On 24 September 1948 a formal application for UNICEF assistance to the Korean 

government was submitted by President Syngman Rhee of the ROK.  In the meantime 

Maurice Pate had requested that a visit to Korea be made in order to make 

                                                           
24 Dr. Marcel Junod to Maurice Pate, 4 September 1948. Folder: A160, Archive code: CF-NYH-05, 
Program Division 1947-50 Asia-General, Korea, Malaya-Singapor, N. Borneo, Pakistan, Philippines, 
Thailand. Box 1947-T022, UNICEF Archives @ United Nations Archive Center Queens, NY. 
25 Special Mission of Dr. Marcel Junod Chief of Mission ICEF, China to Korea, 19-24 August 1948. 
Folder: A160, Archive code: CF-NYH-05, Program Division 1947-50 Asia-General, Korea, Malaya-
Singapor, N. Borneo, Pakistan, Philippines, Thailand. Box 1947-T022, UNICEF Archives @ United 
Nations Archive Center Queens, NY. 
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recommendations for the meeting of the executive board.  He emphasized that the survey 

should address the needs of the entire country including the Northern half and that “it 

should be made clear to the government of Korea that UNICEF must operate in the whole 

country, regardless of political considerations, and that the Government will be expected 

to facilitate the work in all parts of the country.”26 

After a significant delay and some difficulty finding someone available to 

undertake the survey, Newton Bowles of the UNICEF Program Section wrote to Miss 

Margherita Strahler (chief of UNICEF Japan) in mid-April, requesting that she complete 

the survey.  He communicated to Strahler that only South Korea would be surveyed at 

this time but funds would be held in reserve for North Korea pending an invitation for 

UNICEF assistance.  Bowles referred to Resolution 195 of the General Assembly, which 

recognized the establishment of a lawful government as the free will of the electorate in 

South Korea and indicated that this was the only such government in Korea. 27   

 Margherita Strahler completed the survey in May of 1949 and suggested five 

areas were suggested for program development: Tuberculosis programs, milk station 

demonstration, medical aid to children’s institutions, training programs and maternal and 

child health programs.  A press interview dated 20 February 1950 indicated that monies 

in the amount of $550,000 had been allocated for UNICEF in Korea.  Dr. C.W. Mac 

Charles would be Administrative Officer and Mission Chief for Korea, and Dr. E.A. 

                                                           
26 Maurice Pate to Dr. Watt, 11 December 1948. Folder: A160, Archive code: CF-NYH-05, Program 
Division 1947-50 Asia-General, Korea, Malaya-Singapor, N. Borneo, Pakistan, Philippines, Thailand. Box 
1947-T022, UNICEF Archives @ United Nations Archive Center Queens, NY. 
27 Newton Bowles (Program Section UNICEF) to Margherita Strahler (UNICEF Chief Japan), 12 April 
1949. Folder: A160, Archive code: CF-NYH-05, Program Division 1947-50 Asia-General, Korea, Malaya-
Singapor, N. Borneo, Pakistan, Philippines, Thailand. Box 1947-T022, UNICEF Archives @ United 
Nations Archive Center Queens, NY. 
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Leppo and Miss Wilhemina Visscher would be on loan from the WHO to assist with the 

public health and medical aspects of the UNICEF mission.28  On 25 March 1950 the 

official agreement was signed between Byron Y.S. Koo (ROK) and C.W. MacCharles 

(UNICEF).29   

The following months were concerned mainly with investigating the existing 

institutions and preparing for the start of UNICEF distributions and programs.  Storage 

facilities were being located, networks formed, and procedures worked out.  In a 

confidential letter to Newton Bowles (program director UNICEF) MacCharles outlined 

some of the challenges of working in an economically, structurally and administratively 

lacking situation.  He noted particularly the failure of the Korean government to 

understand its basic responsibilities to the UNICEF program in spite of repeated 

explanations.  MacCharles outlined two basic impressions, which he had of the attitude in 

the country. 

1) a prevalent idea in this country that other nations are extremely wealthy and in 

a position to contribute to less fortunate countries without making any 

sacrifice, 

2) …it is presumed here that “democratic” nations, and included in this is the 

United Nations, feel that it is necessary to support South Korea for reasons of 

international policy.  It has been suggested in public, by a responsible official, 
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in a public address, that the UNICEF Mission was sent to this country, by the 

United Nations, in order to further this policy.30 

Obviously it was already apparent to MacCharles that in the eyes of the Koreans the 

United Nations – and by extension UNICEF - was a tool of the West. 

 

UNICEF During the War in Korea: 

On 25 June 1950 the following cable was sent to UNICEF Chief MacCharles:  

“HAVE NEWS MILITARY SITUATION STOP YOU AUTHORIZED TO USE OWN 

BEST JUDGEMENT REMEMBERING NON-POLITICAL CHARACTER OF UNICEF 

BUT FIRST CONSIDERATION SAFETY STAFF.”31   

Before any real work could be established on the ground, the North Korean invasion 

brought the UNICEF work to a grinding halt. The decision was made to pull out of Korea 

and the coming months would be a time of uncertainty as UNICEF re-evaluated its 

mission in relation to this war zone. 

 The invasion of South Korea by the North affected a rapid reversal of U.S. 

strategic interests in this part of the world.  Previously concerned primarily with passing 

responsibility for the country to regional (yet U.S. friendly) leadership, now Korea 

became a hot spot in the developing Cold War and a place for Truman to put his policy of 

containment into practice. Within two days of the invasion of the South the UN (with the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Agreements Iran-Thailand Field Services Office of Admin. Management, Box No. CF-RA-SH-1900-0341, 
Box Year 1985-T005, UNICEF Archives @ United Nations Archive Center Queens, NY. 
30 MacCharles to Newton Bowles, 12 May 1950. Folder: A214, Archive Code: CF-NYH-05, Program 
Division 1947-50 Asia-General, Korea, Malaya-Singapor, N. Borneo, Pakistan, Philippines, Thailand. Box 
1947-T022, UNICEF Archives @ United Nations Archive Center Queens, NY. 



19 
 

Soviets absent) called for military sanctions against North Korea.   Within five days 

President Truman had committed ground forces to the conflict.  However, the North 

Korean army pursued a blitzkrieg strategy that left the UN troops pinned within the small 

southern Pusan region by 4 August.  As more UN troops arrived the fortunes of war 

rapidly reversed.  Three months after its occupation by the North, Seoul was retaken on 

27 September 1950.  The UN offensive continued and soon it appeared that the North 

Korean forces would be pushed right into China and Manchuria.  Then, in yet another 

dramatic development, the Chinese entered the fight on the North Korean side on 31 

December 1950.  The resulting offensive pushed UN forces back into the South and 

resulted in the re-occupation of Seoul by the Northern forces.  Finally, by the middle of 

1951 the fighting had more or less stabilized into trench warfare around the original 

division of the country.  Two more years of this general stalemate resulted as negotiations 

stalled over the repatriation of POWs.  It was not until 27 July 1953 that the Korean 

armistice agreements were finally signed.32  33 

The beginnings of military conflict in Korea created a highly fluid situation that 

would dramatically alter the realm of UNICEF’s possibilities in the region.  Although 

MacCharles was anxious to resume UNICEF initiatives, he was advised to wait at least 

several weeks before trying to return to Korea.  General MacArthur and Gen. Dean asked 

that all unnecessary UN activity be restricted, hence the UNICEF/WHO team waited in 
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Japan.34 On 22 July MacCharles was at last able to return to Korea.  It appeared initially 

that the UN would play the leading role in planning relief and MacCharles was asked by 

Col. Katzin of the United Nations Commission on Korea to accept the position of director 

or coordinator of relief programs.  As a UNICEF employee, and in consideration of all 

the factors involved, MacCharles deferred.  However he did agree to assist in setting up 

the administrative personnel for the program.35  Scarcely had this arrangement been 

settled, when on July 31st the Security Council adopted a resolution regarding the 

program for relief work in Korea.  Instead of the UN, it was decided that the United 

Command would determine the procedures and requirements for relief and support of the 

civilian population.  The General secretary would then communicate to the Unified 

Command offers of assistance, which could be supplied by the various organs, agencies 

and NGOs affiliated with the UN.36  In retrospect the impact of this decision is obvious.  

Since all aid would be channeled through the United Command and the United Command 

was clearly dominated by American interests – hence all aid would appear to be closely 

affiliated with the American or Western agenda. 

The establishment of this bureaucratic machinery on the ground took some time.  

It was not until October of 1950 that the 8th United States army took on these 

responsibilities and an agency called the United Nations Public Health and Welfare 
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Detachment was formed to assist.  In December of 1950 this agency was raised in status 

to a command and renamed the United Nations Civil Assistance Command for Korea 

(UNCACK).  The mission of the command was to prevent disease, starvation and unrest 

among the civilian population.  Operations were handled by field teams composed of 

specialists in public health, public safety, economics, education and civilian supply.  A 

central headquarters provided administrative control in cooperation with the Korean 

government.37 

The months leading up to the establishment of UNCACK proved a challenging 

time for UNICEF.  Aid organizations were basically forced into a holding pattern during 

which they could only attempt to ascertain the civilian needs.  There was a paucity of 

information and only tentative communications from the developing military civilian aid 

apparatus.38  Nevertheless, MacCharles forged ahead with a plan even before aid could be 

officially requested.  Based on available reserves he suggested that UNICEF attempt to 

procure blankets to distribute as the winter approached.  He emphasized how such a 

contribution would fulfil a pressing need and could be labeled as to its origin - providing 

a lasting reminder of UNICEF goodwill.39   However, such an operation would require 

special approval by the executive board since it departed from the usual UNICEF/Donor-
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nation cooperative funding agreements.40  It was decided to proceed preemptively with 

the plan41 and by 2 October the Unified command had officially accepted the offer of 

blankets.42  

While official policy dictated that independent operations could not be conducted 

at this time, on Oct 8th arrangements were made for MacCharles to return to Korea and 

explore the possibility of future UNICEF work.43  By the end of the month he reported 

that all staff associated with UNICEF in Korea had been located, yet the situation had 

been harrowing to say the least.  Many of them had been imprisoned and some narrowly 

escaped with their lives.  As the opposing forces swept back and forth through highly 

contested regions, persecution and hardships came at the hands of both governments.  

The many years of foreign occupation combined with the rapid changes in military 

fortune had produced a country awash with suspicion, hatred, and acrimony.  Loss of 

goods and property was common and hunger had become a pressing problem.  

MacCharles concluded that the foreigners who had decided to stay, or who were caught 
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in Seoul when the war started, were presumed dead.  He stated that the Korean UNICEF 

staff were fortunate compared to those of other organizations.44 

As UNICEF progress remained elusive in the early months after the start of the 

war, MacCharles began to question whether Korea at this time required a full time 

UNICEF representative.  He suggested to headquarters that Margarita Strahler (chief of 

UNICEF mission Japan) could possibly take the Korean program under her direction.45  

In spite of this he was advised to stay and await the time when action was again 

feasible.46  The months rolled by and the fortunes of war seemed to shift first from one 

side to the other and then back again.  By November 1950 the return to normal UNICEF 

work seemed farther away than ever and MacCharles wrote to Bowles again and 

questioned the need for a full-time mission chief for Korea.   Finally in December it was 

decided that MacCharles would complete the month as acting Chief whereafter 

supervision of the Korean program would be monitored by Margerita Strahler in Japan.47 

 The termination of MacCharles services did not by any means indicate the end of 

UNICEF’s contributions to the relief program in Korea.  The first half of 1951 was 

occupied by the trading of requests, material offers and reports between UNICEF, the 

Secretary General of the UN and the Unified Command.  In the latter part of the year 
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UNICEF even attempted to arrange the purchase of several prefabricated buildings from 

Yugoslavia for the Children of Korea.48  This same time period also witnessed the 

establishment of the UNCACK Public Information Section. This was of particular 

interest to UNICEF since aid to Korea had become a high priority and was absorbing 

almost 1/10th of the annual funds. In light of this it became increasingly important to 

draw the attention of the public to the Korean mission.  B.H. Fraser (Executive Office 

UNICEF) requested any pictures or information, which could be obtained from military 

distribution on the ground.49   

UNICEF seemed to experience a particularly positive relationship with 

UNCACK. In a memo to Maurice Pate, B.H. Fraser commented on both the efficiency 

and cooperation UNCACK had shown in their operations.  He indicated that this was an 

anomaly in dealing with military apparatus.50  He felt that even though this was not 

UNICEF’s normal or preferred method of providing humanitarian assistance, they could 

be satisfied that a good job was being done. The cordial relations seemed to be 

experienced from both sides and General Crist assured Fraser that the UNICEF 
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contributions were both substantial in quantity and essential in nature.51   The obvious 

caveat to this statement of success was the total absence of any relationship with the 

North of Korea.  While UNICEF was doing its best to effect a positive contribution to the 

needs in the Republic of Korea, its alignment with the military apparatus in the south 

destroyed any possibility of northern rapprochement.  Any early hopes for neutral 

assistance to the whole of Korea were now dashed as the political and military lines were 

clearly delineated and UNICEF found itself operating through the channels of the US 

military. 

One set of communications from the UNICEF archives is particularly revealing in 

this regard.  In the closing months of 1951 UNICEF made a sizable wintertime donation 

of cloth to the people of South Vietnam.  In response, UNICEF received a number of 

letters from both Korean children and refugees via Thomas Metskers at the UNCACK 

office of social affairs.  Selected from a pool of 109 total letters these 16 specific 

expressions of gratitude had been chosen and translated as a representative sample.  In 

these writings, several of the orphans referred to the donors as “UN aunts” and “UN 

uncles”.  Repeatedly the UN nations were referenced with terms such as “civilized”, 

“freedom loving” and “democratic”, and in one instance they were even referred to as 

“angels”.  Terms such as “evil” or “wily” were applied to the communists or North 

Koreans - as were the labels “cruel puppet army” and “the common enemy of human 

beings”.  These letters further expressed a determination to drive out and/or annihilate the 

communist forces and to study hard and improve the country.  Several letters indicate a 
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sense of shame at the need to receive help and virtually all of them gush with a sense of 

gratitude for the material assistance rendered.52   

Taken as a whole (and assuming their validity) the letters seem to indicate a fairly 

highly politicized refugee population.  Judging by the similar (at times identical) 

language and imagery used in these letters, it is reasonable to assume that pro-democracy 

and anti-Communist rhetoric was widely circulated and that UNICEF and the UN were 

seen as part and parcel of the democratizing mission of the West.  In yet another 

illustration of how difficult it was to separate aid from politics, Solemn Park, the ROK 

Minister of social affairs, assured Maurice Pate that the gifts had eased the suffering of 

the people and “give to the Korean people moral support in their fight for safeguarding 

democracy.”53 With the end of the war and the beginning of the stalemate between North 

and South Korea, it was readily apparent that UNICEF’s apolitical ideal of “no ex-enemy 

child” had dramatically failed to materialize in the realities of the war. 

 

Conclusions 

The case of UNICEF during the Korean War demonstrates the incredible 

challenges that the organization faced during its seminal stages.  While the beginnings of 

UNICEF contact in Korea clearly show diligent attempts (or at least persistent rhetoric) 

to remain an impartial provider of aid, institutional regulation and the contingencies of 
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working within occupied territory curtailed attempts to expand the program to the whole 

country.  An interesting counterfactual remains in whether UNICEF, with extraordinary 

effort, may have been able to initiate a North Korean program and forge new connections 

across the 38th parallel.  Dr. Junod certainly seemed to think that this was a possibility 

during his early survey of South Korea even though the military advised to the contrary.   

Could an organization like UNICEF have changed the outcome in such a contested 

region?  While this remains an exciting possibility to consider, the earlier example of 

UNICEF’s efforts in China raise significant doubts in this regard.  It would seem that at 

this phase in its evolution UNICEF lacked the social/political clout necessary to stare 

down competing national priorities. 

Once hostilities began there is no indication that UNICEF considered North 

Korea in its plans from that point forward.  Newton Bowles’ reference to Resolution 195 

of the General Assembly seems to indicate that some within the UNICEF camp may have 

decided that South Korea held the reigns of legitimacy in the country and work with the 

North would have to come at their initiative.  On the other hand, it was clear from the 

outset of the US led military operation that contact with the North was discouraged and 

advised against.  Even though UNICEF held that there was no enemy child, it was clearly 

operating under the umbrella of the UN, which was conducting a military operation 

against the North.  If impartiality is only as good as both sides perceive it to be, the case 

of UNICEF in Korea illustrates that UNICEF had lost the mantle of impartiality and did 

not or could not significantly work to alter that perception.   

Where exactly the blame should be placed for this failure of UNICEF’s core 

values remains a question without a definitive answer.  Nevertheless it is a failure which 
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provides a baseline for later UNICEF endeavors to be measured against.  What could 

UNICEF learn from its involvement in Korea?  Surely the need to establish independent 

channels of aid was one lesson of this war.  Furthermore, the need to relentlessly pursue 

reticent governments would later become apparent - and could have been yet another 

lesson of this conflict.  Yet it remained to be seen whether UNICEF would remain prey to 

the whim of the superpowers or negotiate its own unique space from which to exert 

power and influence.  This is the question that UNICEF Vietnam serves to answer. 
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CHAPTER 4: A WORLD IN TRANSITION 

 

As UNICEF exceeded its original emergency mandate, changes in its role and emphasis 

began to emerge.  Instead of being primarily a distributor of emergency goods and 

services, UNICEF began to turn its attention towards the broader health issues of women 

and children.  The 1950s and 1960s saw this intergovernmental organization transition 

such that it aligned itself with larger trends in the international arena - hence firmly 

establishing itself as an organization with a mission that would not expire.  

In her book entitled Children First: The Story of UNICEF Past and Present, 

Maggie Black outlines the seismic shift in emphasis that took place during this 

transitional time.  In terms of geographic reach, UNICEF extended its assistance beyond 

Europe to Asia, Africa, Latin America, the Middle East and the Indian subcontinent.  In 

the 1950’s, the new emphasis became the eradication of epidemic disease through the 

application of new medical technology.  UNICEF was unique among the UN family in 

that it offered material assistance in a field-based, hands on way that differed from the 

more remote and political nature of some branches of the UN.  Due to this dynamic and 

the establishment of the country office as the center of UNICEF’s involvement around 

the globe, UNICEF enjoyed a unique relationship with the places it served and a rapport 

that others in the UN family could not boast54.   

 Furthermore, since UNICEF relied heavily on monies received via its own fund-

raising apparatus it had to remain particularly sensitive to the public mood and 

particularly visible to the public.  In this way UNICEF enjoyed a far more popular image 
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and gained the endorsement of various notable individuals over the course of its early 

life.  This visibility became a part of its legacy - as many that have filled coin cans or 

purchased greeting cards will attest to. 

 As the 1960’s swept in UNICEF found itself in the midst of an increasingly 

interconnected world.  During this decade the number of NGOs and INGOs nearly 

doubled and increasingly these new branches were being established in the Third 

World.55  Akira Iriye notes how “Self-consciousness about global community may have 

been a key aspect of international relations of the 1960’s…” he states, “Ad hoc 

nongovernmental organizations mushroomed in North America and Western Europe to 

protest the continuing war in Southeast Asia, their combined pressure ultimately leading 

to a change in policy in Washington.”56  A host of religious organizations sought to put 

their people on the ground in Southeast Asia and the forces of volunteerism reached new 

heights.   

 In terms of UNICEF’s organizational mission during the sixties, the original 

emphasis on child health gave way to the post-colonial impetus to end world poverty.  

“Development” became the new catchphrase and UNICEF broadened its gaze to include 

a “central planning” approach to the needs of children around the world.  In concert with 

the specialized agencies of the UN such as the World Health Organization (WHO), the 

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the UN Bureau of Social Affairs and the 

International Labour Office (ILO), UNICEF began a comprehensive approach to 
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considering the needs of the “whole” child.  Now the focus became not just child health 

but the entire range of physical and intellectual needs of the child.  This focus was 

groundbreaking not only in its comprehensive nature but in the way it strove to 

incorporated all areas of the national economy and integrate disciplines ranging from 

academia to agriculture (Black)57.   

Understanding these seismic shifts in both developmental emphasis and cultural 

and international expectations serves to illuminate the world through which UNICEF 

navigated the challenges of the Vietnam Era.  Its capable leadership and determined 

efforts to pursue an apolitical mission created surprising outcomes in this new world. 
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CHAPTER 5: UNICEF VIETNAM IN THE EARLY YEARS 1948-1960 

 

Introduction 

 Long before the Cold War was ever conceptualized or the US military set foot in 

Vietnam, civil war and conflict had divided this country.  After winning its independence 

from a millennium of Chinese control in 939, Vietnam began to expand and incorporate 

increasingly diverse groups.  Particularly significant was the division that developed 

between the traditional north and the individualistic agricultural south.  In 1613 civil war 

divided these regions under rival warrior families - division that persisted until the 

Nguyen dynasty unified the country in the early 19th century.58 

 In 1860 the French began to pursue their economic and imperial interests through 

the colonization of Vietnam.  In an environment full of greed and corruption, some 

Vietnamese chose to align themselves with the occupiers while others sank into 

poverty.59  Simmering discontent fueled opposition to the occupation and began to find 

traction in Ho Chi Minh’s flexible blending of nationalist and Communist ideology.   

When the Japanese occupied the country during WWII, Ho Chi Minh lead a coalition 

resistance movement with hopes to take the reigns of leadership once the Japanese were 

ousted.60  When the war ended and the British and Chinese worked to disarm the country, 

Ho began to reach out to the United States looking for an ally in the bid for 

independence.  However, in light of the developing Cold War animosity he failed to gain 
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US support and instead the French retained oversight of the country.  Ho resumed his 

guerilla style resistance and the situation in Vietnam continued to deteriorate.  As the 

Cold War rapidly heated up the French began to appeal to the US while Ho Chi Minh 

reached out to the Communist countries.  The outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950 

propelled the United States to begin material assistance to the French, a trend that 

increased exponentially as the occupiers looked to disentangle themselves from this 

messy civil war.  When international attempts at reconciliation in Geneva failed to 

produce a peaceful solution, the United States involvement continued to grow until it 

essentially accepted full responsibility for a region that was deemed too important to lose 

to the Communists.61 

 

The Early Years 

In 1948, in response to a request from the French Office of the High 

Commissioner, the UNICEF Executive Board made its first allocation of 300,000 dollars 

for Indo-China (Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia).  As had been the case in Korea, concern 

was expressed from the outset for an equitable distribution of aid to those parts of Indo-

China not currently under the French administration.  Because of this, one third of the 

funding was to be held in reserve specifically for these places.62   
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Nevertheless before the UNICEF program could commence it was decided (in 

light of the Paris discussions) that it would be wise to wait and attempt to formulate an 

agreement with the Bao Dai (South Vietnamese) government, which was currently in 

formation.  It was apparent however, that this new government did not speak for all of 

Vietnam and was embroiled in the midst of a lasting conflict.  From the Northern 

Democratic Republic of Vietnam, there were strong statements regarding the “inequitable 

apportionment of the UNICEF allocation”63 and on Bao Dai’s side a stubborn refusal to 

allow aid transit to the Vietminh (this was one of UNICEF’s conditions).64 Desiring a 

more favorable situation in which to implement their apolitical mission, UNICEF 

headquarters felt it would be best to wait until the rural areas were accessible before 

becoming involved.65  Hence they chose to limit their involvement to a joint tuberculosis 

campaign (BCG) with the World Health Organization (WHO) in September of 1952.  

 In July of 1954 in the wake of the Geneva Accords, Dr. Le Van Khai, the South 

Vietnamese Minister of Health and Social Action, made an urgent request to UNICEF for 

emergency supplies to meet the influx of approximately 1 million refugees from the 

North.  For the United States and the Republic of Vietnam, the effective handling of the 

evacuation of these refugees represented an operation of enormous significance.  It was 

deemed essential that this process proceed in an orderly way to prevent it from reflecting 
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poorly on the Republic of Vietnam or its “democratic” ideals.66  In view of the urgent 

need, Maurice Pate, the Executive Director of UNICEF, recommended assistance for the 

refugees67 and the board approved.68 While on the one hand this represented an 

opportunity for UNICEF to visibly demonstrate its goodwill to the Vietnamese people 

and the watching world, on the other hand it threatened to pull UNICEF back into the 

trap of operating primarily with the US and through Western-aligned channels. 

Furthermore, this kind of assistance and the need to juggle constant emergencies pulled 

UNICEF away from the long term planning which it was attempting to initiate.  

Nevertheless, at this early stage UNICEF chose to involve itself as best it knew how in 

order to serve the people of Vietnam.   

 However, as UNICEF continued to establish and solidify its relationship with the 

Republic of Vietnam it never lost sight of its mission to reach the “other” parts of 

Vietnam.  If the struggle against emergency and chaos came to characterize UNICEF in 

Vietnam, so to did the persistent attempt to bring the North and the areas outside of the 

South’s control into the reach of its mission.  Whether this meant extending an open hand 

to the Vietminh69, offering to help children wishing to return to the North70, or seeking to 

assist the Red Cross in any area of Vietnam where they had an official welcome,71 
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UNICEF demonstrated a remarkable commitment to reach out to the whole of Vietnam.  

However, two factors, which consistently inhibited them in this regard were their lack of 

contacts outside of South Vietnam, and their close association with the UN.  Due to the 

conditions of war and the Western taint that the UN affiliates possessed, UNICEF found 

itself to be viewed in a negative light by the leaders of the communist regions.  In these 

early stages it seemed that even gaining an audience with them might well be impossible. 

 Nevertheless, a critical relationship with the International Committee of the Red 

Cross (ICRC) was developing during this time that later proved critical to establishing 

connections outside of the south.   In many ways the ICRC was unique in that it was one 

of the few aid organizations that genuinely possessed a politically neutral position.  As 

the 1950s progressed and the political situation in Vietnam continued to heat up, 

UNICEF began to increasingly align itself with the ICRC in whatever ways possible.  In 

addition to a pattern of cordial communications and information sharing, in November of 

1954 UNICEF authorized the delegates of the ICRC to “assume responsibility for the 

administration of UNICEF’s interests in Vietnam in connection with the emergency relief 

program for refugees to which UNICEF is providing assistance…”.72  Over time this 

alignment and cooperative relationship came to play a key role in UNICEF’s ability to 

stay neutral in a region where massive levels of US aid (often with strings attached) 

threatened to taint every aid organization and its goals. 

 As the 50s wore on the civil war began to display it debilitating effects on the 

tuberculosis (BCG) campaign and Maternal Child Health initiatives in Vietnam.  A WHO 
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Report in June of 1956 painted a somewhat bleak picture of a field where the work had 

been superficial and much still needed to be done.  The young republic of Vietnam was 

awash in conflict and lacked much of the personnel infrastructure that was needed to 

sustain the campaign.  A small bright spot was the remarkable receptiveness that many of 

the Vietnamese people showed to the work, which UNICEF had done.73   

 As the 50s drew to a close it seemed as if the early blush of enthusiasm had faded 

and nerves were beginning to wear thin.  Newton Bowles, Chief of the Asia office 

complained of the “piecemeal” approach that UNICEF had been made to follow and 

longed to see a more comprehensive program in operation.74  Budget tensions, 

misunderstandings regarding program responsibilities and a negative bias seemed to be 

developing between UNICEF, WHO and the Vietnamese government.75  Questions were 

raised about the efficacy of the program and the quality of planning which undergird it.76  

As the decade drew to a close it seemed that a considerable degree of re-evaluation was 

in order and significant changes needed to be made. 

 At first glance UNICEF Vietnam during the 1950s may seem to follow Amy 

Staples ominous narrative of derailed good intentions.  However, important developments 

were in the works.  During this time UNICEF managed to retain (yet not realize) its 

apolitical intentions and begin the important transition of aligning itself more closely with 
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the ICRC.  Even if their efforts were often stunted by the constant state of war and 

emergency, UNICEF nevertheless persisted in building its reputation as an IGO, which 

was established on the ground level and committed to assisting the Vietnamese people as 

best they could.  
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CHAPTER 6: UNICEF VIETNAM IN THE SIXTIES 

 

 In January of 1961, the United Nations proclaimed the sixties to be the “Decade 

of Development”.  At stake was the perceived fate of the third world – a new grouping of 

countries which was aligned neither with the East or West and faced a host of 

challenges.77  While decolonization had generated euphoria and a sense of endless 

possibility, the lack of industry and presence of grinding poverty in many of these regions 

made it clear that political self-determination alone would not suffice to bring these 

countries into the modern age.  Maggie Black states how “With the advent of the first 

Development Decade, people in industrialized countries began for the first time to think 

of the average villager in Asia or Africa as a real person with the same rights and abilities 

as anyone else, only differing in that he lived in poverty, and that this poverty was 

susceptible to some kind of external intervention…It was a dramatic switch in human 

thinking.”78   

What role would UNICEF come to play in this new arena of third world 

development?  While clearly a useful and visible organization which quickly dispensed 

aid where needed, UNICEF lacked the technical expertise that characterized specialized 

agencies of the UN.  Nevertheless, UNICEF possessed something that many of the 

specialized agencies lacked – a firm presence on the ground and a decentralized 

connection to the countries and constituents through its field offices and programs.  As 
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the developmental approach was gaining traction it became more apparent that this was 

the kind of relationship and approach that was going to be needed.79 

 As this period of self-reflection progressed a new vision began to crystallize.  In 

this vision “the ‘whole’ child needed to be taken into account, in the context of the needs 

of parents, teachers, nurturers and mentors.”80  As the concept of developing “human 

capital” moved to the forefront, education and intellectual development were viewed on 

par with basic health. The Executive Board meeting in 1961 represented a pivotal turning 

point.  While the disease campaigns and milk programs would remain in operation, they 

were theoretically a convention of the past.  The new emphasis “would be on things 

which were less spectacular, more lasting and conceived in tandem with one another.”81 

In many ways UNICEF was now going through its second transformation. Yet how was 

an organization with limited resources to walk the tightrope between urgent emergency 

needs and long term developmental needs?  This came to be known as the “development 

trap” and along with negotiating the politics of the Cold War it remained UNICEF’s 

foremost adversary in Vietnam. 

 In this spirit of re-evaluation UNICEF began to chart out new directions in 

Vietnam and its long desired rural health initiatives finally began to take shape82.  

However, rural health development carried with it certain inherent challenges and risks.  

In a country that was degenerating into complete civil war it became increasingly 

necessary to balance security concerns against effectiveness.  Due to the fact that the 
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rural areas were less likely to be under the direct control of the South Vietnamese 

government, UNICEF workers faced the dual challenge of maintaining their own safety 

as well as establishing and maintaining productive programs on the ground.  Meanwhile 

the up-tick in fighting had also led to further requests by the government of South 

Vietnam for increased UNICEF investment.83  In the midst of this storm of challenges 

UNICEF strove to stay within its mandate and avoid assuming responsibilities that it felt 

should be left to governments and bilateral aid.84  

 As the 60s progressed UNICEF doggedly pursued its goals in spite of multiple 

changes in government leadership, numerous natural disasters and other regular setbacks.  

The end of 1964 found UNICEF regretfully considering whether it might have to cut 

back on its allocation request due to the instability in the region.85  Yet even as these 

battles raged UNICEF was yet to confront one of its own greatest challenges of the 

Vietnam War.  Would UNICEF maintain its impartial stance as the United States poured 

massive bilateral aid into Vietnam and increasingly sought to channel it through the UN 

and UN agencies? 

 1965 brought with it a brief sense of optimism that government stability was at 

last emerging.  However, Vietnam faced more than political problems.  As if the civil war 

was not causing enough disruption, further issues were beginning to arise with the 

massive levels of US Aid that had been pouring into Vietnam.  A technical report by T.E. 
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Pigot - the resident representative of the United Nations Development Program – stated 

that “…the whole economy is now based on financial assistance given by the United 

States.”86  With this situation becoming more and more apparent, the US began to look 

for ways to funnel aid into Vietnam in a more multi-lateral fashion.  It wished to avoid 

the obvious reality that the U.S. was essentially propping up the entire economy of this 

small nation.  

 In February of 1966 Mr. Henry Labouisse (UNICEF Executive Director 1965-

1979) was invited to a confidential State Department meeting in Washington DC.  At this 

meeting he was told that the US officials were making “an across-the-board approach to 

all possible interested UN agencies at the highest level.”  The sum of 1 million dollars for 

UNICEF was mentioned and a “funds in trust” arrangement was suggested (essentially a 

“funds in trust” arrangement meant that the donor earmarked the funds for a particular 

purpose which the recipient organization then carried out).  Mr. Labouisse stated that 

such an arrangement would require approval by the board but emphasized that the larger 

issue was whether such an arrangement would jeopardize UNICEF’s apolitical reputation 

in Vietnam.  The meeting concluded with the understanding that both sides would look 

further into the issue and UNICEF would examine its projects in the light of possible 

increased funding opportunities.87 

 As mentioned in Chapter 4, it is important to remember that the Vietnam crisis 

was taking place in full view of a world public increasingly energized by global concerns 
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in general and the plight of the people of Vietnam in particular.  Public officials in the 

United States began to encounter greater pressure from their constituents and passed this 

pressure along in the form of appeals to the government and even to UNICEF itself.  

Senator Edward Kennedy was calling for greater US aid to the UN mission in Vietnam 

and even met specifically with Mr. Sherwood Moe (Special Assistant to the Executive 

Director) of UNICEF to encourage greater utilization of US funds for the mission in 

Vietnam.  Again it was reiterated that the apolitical nature of UNICEF made it difficult to 

accept such an offer.88  On Monday February 21st 1966 the State Department again called 

on Mr. Labouisse to inquire about progress regarding the discussion of increased funding.  

No decision was forthcoming in that meeting, but later that day Mr. Labouisse met with 

other UNICEF staff to discuss the proposal.  After some review of UNICEF policy and 

procedure it was decided that: 

a. UNICEF would not accept the funds-in-trust arrangement as presently 

envisaged, nor would it accept earmarked funds for these purposes because of 

the probably political consequences; 

b. We would try to make sure that all legitimate requests from Vietnam for 

assistance were reviewed at Headquarters with a view to obtaining an 

increased contribution from the United States to the general fund.89 

While the response of UNICEF to the U.S. pressure demonstrated its commitment, in the 

face of superpower pressure, to remain true to its apolitical mission, on the other hand it 
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meant the possibility of missing a very significant financial opportunity.  Perhaps with 

this in the back of there minds, the members of a UNICEF staff meeting in March of 

1966 found a general consensus that the organization should look for ways to increase 

UNICEF activity in Vietnam along all acceptable lines.  It was considered that the 

allocation for Vietnam be raised to 400,000 dollars if logistical problems could be 

worked out and funding via the government of South Vietnam was available.90   

On March 4th of 1966 Senator Kennedy put forth a proposal on the floor of the 

Senate to increase the funds available to the UN, UN specialized agencies, and other 

international organizations for Vietnam by 10 million dollars.91  Shortly thereafter, 

Ambassador James Roosevelt made a third appeal to Henry Labouisse to consider terms 

for a greater utilization of UNICEF by the US and the government of Vietnam.92  A fairly 

complex set of communications followed regarding the means by which UNICEF might 

participate in increased funding for Vietnam. One means of making funds available 

without needing UNICEF board approval was the use of reimbursable procurement.  

With this arrangement UNICEF basically facilitated a particular action upon request from 

the national government but then passed along the bill for reimbursement.  Labouisse 

stressed that such procurement requests would have to come through the Vietnam 

government and that if the arrangements began to approach project status it would have 
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to be cleared through the board.  Labouisse felt strongly that such a discussion among the 

members of the Board could present a real danger of jeopardizing the non-political nature 

of UNICEF.93  Nevertheless, Labouisse decided that UNICEF staff would be 

strengthened in Vietnam so as to allow them to participate in this new utilization of funds 

in a limited way.  He further expressed to Roosevelt how current funds were failing to be 

utilized due to logistical problems.  He indicated that clearing up of these issues (which 

were beyond the control of UNICEF) would be one of the best ways to allow funds to 

more freely find their recipients in Vietnam.94 

As the first half of 1966 passed, the pressure in Vietnam continued to build.  Anti-

American and anti-government sentiment reached new heights in South Vietnam and in 

Saigon UNICEF officials even considered the possibility of evacuation.95  In this 

increasingly politically charged environment David and Mary Sticknay of the American 

Friends Service Committee (AFSC) noted that even a decidedly apolitical organization 

such as theirs “could not escape a presumed identification with the belligerent America.”  

They believed that at this stage in the conflict only the International Committee of the 

Red Cross was “recognized by all of Vietnam.”96  Yet even the International Committee 
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of the Red Cross did not have permanent representation in Hanoi, although it did manage 

some occasional contact with the North Vietnamese.97  

Meanwhile in the larger public awareness and concern for all victims in Vietnam 

continued to increase.  In France a campaign to raise funds for “all of Vietnam” was 

under way98 and sensitivity towards the unintended victims of napalm was on the rise.  

Press releases by various reporting agencies were becoming increasingly critical of the 

US conduct of the war and its collateral damage in the lives of children and other 

civilians.99  In the midst of this chaotic situation, USAID suggested in December of 1966 

that UNICEF consider returning to its emergency feeding programs to meet the needs of 

the civilians in crisis.  At first Labouisse steadfastly resisted this idea and reiterated that 

while such programs had been possible in UNICEF’s limited Post-War mandate, it now 

faced developmental goals on a worldwide scale.100  Nevertheless both the situation in 

Vietnam and world opinion were reaching critical levels, and in January of 1967 

Labouisse admitted that “the most flexible interpretation of normal UNICEF criteria 

should be made.”  He determined that finances should be made available outside of the 

normal criteria since a different set of rules governed UNICEF’s actions during 

emergencies.101  102 
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In May of 1967 H. Basri Danisman joined Bernard Klausener (UNICEF Saigon 

Representative) to survey the condition at the Saigon headquarters and in the field in 

Vietnam.  The 14-page report that resulted painted a devastating picture of Vietnam.  

Long-term UNICEF development plans were on hold or severely restricted by the 

extreme insecurity and lack of infrastructure.  The country was operating on the brink of 

collapse yet UNICEF was still attempting to run its long-term developmental 

programming.  Danisman pointed out the absurdity of clinging to programming that 

could not practically be carried out while ignoring the bleeding needs of a nation at war.  

Was it not time for UNICEF to return to its post-war model and inject assistance on the 

ground in the most critical places?103   

In June of 1967 Klausener wrote to UNICEF’s Deputy Executive Director Dick 

Heyward and expressed a slightly more reserved view.  He noted the conditions of war 

and the regression in many of UNICEF’s programs.  He suggested a survey be made to 

ascertain the needs and how UNICEF should best respond.104  Yet the response to 

Klausener’s recommendation was a step beyond the modest changes he had suggested.  

Headquarters advised him to proceed with all information gathering and to be open to 

whatever reasonable avenues presented themselves for UNICEF assistance.  It was noted 

that a significant amount of finances were available from emergency funds and that a 
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project requiring up to 1 million dollars would be within consideration.105 In light of the 

crisis and the available resources, headquarters further indicated the intention to increase 

the staffing for the Vietnam office in order to meet the growing needs.  The eyes of the 

world were on Vietnam and UNICEF did not want to fail. 

The beginning of 1967 was significant for more reasons than just this shift in the 

focus of UNICEF assistance.  It was during this time that UNICEF again began to 

explore in earnest the long dormant possibility of assistance to North Vietnam.  Pressure 

was building from members of the Board to see this long-held intention become a reality.  

At the Board meeting in June of this 1967, a proposal to investigate the extension of aid 

to North Vietnam was put forth by the representative of France and seconded by 

Switzerland.106   

In July 1967 UNICEF began again to expand its relationship with the League of 

Red Cross Societies in regards to their mutual interest in outreach to the peoples of North 

Vietnam.  The League was already active in supplying aid (albiet limited in amount) to 

the North and expressed their pleasure in communicating to the North Vietnamese 

UNICEF’s willingness to do the same.107  UNICEF also initiated attempts to contact the 

North Vietnamese themselves via the DRVN embassy in Phnom Penh.108  However, such 

endeavors did not come without political risk.  Soon UNICEF found itself fielding 

concerned inquiries from the Saigon Ministry of Social Action regarding the proposal for 
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this new action.  A position paper dated 29 July 1967 raised the very real possibility that 

the extension of services to the DRV would elicit suspicion towards UNICEF work in the 

South even if the administration of the aid was though separate channels.109  

Nevertheless, UNICEF forged ahead with this renewed opportunity to present aid without 

political consideration.   

In December of 1967 it seemed as if a breakthrough might be immanent when 

UNICEF heard that the North Vietnamese wished to pursue direct talks in Paris.110  

Nevertheless, this meeting was not followed by any significant action and the waiting 

game resumed.111  Progress proved slow and elusive and UNICEF only managed to 

obtain several disjointed lists of North Vietnamese needs through the Swedish Red 

Cross.112  In August of 1968 another meeting was held with the counselor of the North 

Vietnam delegation in Paris.  Although the meeting was cordial, the counselor expressed 

that the government of North Vietnam could not enter into an agreement with UNICEF.  

Any direct contact would have to be through the North Vietnam Red Cross Society.  The 

counselor emphasized this was due to UNICEF’s association with the United Nations.113   

With no established national agreements and no real communication on health or 

aid issues, UNICEF was forced to continue its waiting game and pursue its contacts with 
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the North through the International Committee of the Red Cross.114 The question now 

became whether the Red Cross could act as an official voice for the North Vietnamese 

government on issues relating to UNICEF formal agreements. 

The onset of the Tet Offensive effectively dashed any blossoming UNICEF hopes 

for return to “business as usual” in early 1968.  Disrupted communications, refugee 

movements, overcrowded hospitals and the closing of schools only reinforced the 

dramatic emergency that the country was in the midst of.115  The situation had 

degenerated to the point that several volunteer agencies began to withdraw and the 

remaining ones were increasingly pressured to work within regulated avenues.  Yet 

UNICEF continued to strive to align itself with the Red Cross and work through its 

channels.  This was increasingly the only way to remain outside of U.S. government 

influence.116  

By May of 1968 even the mission minded Bernard Klausener came to admit that 

UNICEF must return to its Post-War emergency operations for the time being.117  Reports 

of starvation were accompanied by the disheartening news of cuts in Volunteer agency 

programs and the possible phasing out of the League of the Red Cross.118  In June of 

1968 Labouisse had to report to the programme committee that attempts to help the North 

Vietnamese had failed to materialize and that he felt UNICEF should increase emergency 

                                                           
114 Note on discussion with ICRC: Eggar. 22 Jan 1968. Folder A508 Archive Code CF-NYH-05 Box # 
CF/RA/BX/PD/1969 T067 
115 Klausener to Labouisse. 26 February 1968. Folder A519 Archive Code CF-NYH-05 Box # 
CF/RA/BX/PD/1969 T068 
116 Klausener to Labouisse. 14 March 1968. Folder A519 Archive Code CF-NYH-05 Box # 
CF/RA/BX/PD/1969 T068 
117 Note on Unicef post-war emergency action possibilities in Vietnam. 31 May 1968. Folder A520 Archive 
Code CF-NYH-05 Box # CF/RA/BX/PD/1969 T068 
118 Callahan to Jones. 20 May 1968. Folder A520 Archive Code CF-NYH-05 Box # CF/RA/BX/PD/1969 
T068 



51 
 

feeding in South Vietnam.119  The board resolved to continue extending assistance to the 

whole of Vietnam and to use the International Red Cross for channeling resources and 

aid.120 

Simple as it may have seemed, expansion of the feeding program turned out to be 

full of its own challenges.  Misconceptions had developed among the South Vietnamese 

government officials regarding both the amount and type of food aid that UNICEF would 

now provide.  There was significant government reticence to accept UNICEF’s standard 

fare of reconstituted milk due to a lack of understanding of its nutritional value and 

hesitance to believe that Vietnamese children would drink it.121  Yet if the government 

ministers did not get behind the program, UNICEF would find itself in the unenviable 

position of appearing to impose foreign aid upon the host country.  Even the League of 

the Red Cross was rumored to be frustrated by UNICEF’s sudden plans to ramp up 

feeding program - with the attendant pressures and expectations it put on the Red Cross.  

However the transition to the feeding programs continued into the end 1968 with 

UNICEF at last managing to negotiate a working relationship with both the South 

Vietnamese government and the Red Cross.122  

Meanwhile the US State Department was still looking for ways to funnel money 

into Vietnam and again renewed discussions with UNICEF regarding a possible funds-in-

trust (FIT) arrangement.  The playing field had changed somewhat since their last appeal 
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since the UNICEF Board had voted to approve a Funds in Trust arrangement from the 

Netherlands.  Now the U.S could cite this as a recent precedent.  On UNICEF’s side, 

concern was voiced that with the cutback of other US aid this new opportunity for 

funding might pass by if UNICEF waited too long.123  Conditions of the US FIT included 

finding another donor government to the project to prevent it from appearing as merely a 

bilateral form of assistance.  This time UNICEF decided to tentatively proceed with this 

arrangement and investigate its feasibility.  Although another contributor was eventually 

found, the process that ensued left unhappy parties on all sides as UNICEF strove to 

establish some control over a poorly planned project which the Vietnamese preemptively 

began.124  

A surprising breakthrough in the relationship with the North came when in April 

of 1969 the North Vietnamese Red Cross offered to meet with Professor Boguslav 

Kozusznik (a member of the Polish UNICEF committee) as a direct representative of 

UNICEF.125 This created great excitement in UNICEF quarters and according to 

Labouisse helped to “keep the political temperature at an unusual low point” during the 

annual executive board meeting126.  Obviously the long delay in providing North 

Vietnam with aid was engendering strife among UNICEF’s varied political constituency.  

Following Kozusznik’s visit – and still without an official agreement in place - it was 
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decided to ask the Board by mail poll to agree to a 200,000 dollar allocation to buy cloth 

for the children and mothers of North Vietnam.  Although this may seem like an 

innocuous contribution to needy people, it ignited a firestorm that threatened to engulf 

UNICEF’s larger endeavors in Vietnam.127   

The central locus of the opposition arose from U.S. quarters.  Although the plans 

regarding the North Vietnam allocation were being quietly discussed, somehow the word 

leaked out and a mass of inquiries began to pour in to UNICEF headquarters in New 

York.  The situation rapidly escalated and seemed to be developing into a nightmare 

scenario.  Suspicions soared that perhaps UNICEF was trying to withhold information 

until after US aid allocations for the year were made.  One UNICEF staffer commented 

that “our worst fears are materializing”128 as it seemed these questions had the potential 

to stall or derail a 14 million foreign aid bill in Congress.129  An anonymous source was 

quoted as saying that the consensus in the senate was that “if UNICEF goes ahead with 

NV aid it could jeopardize the whole funding of UNICEF.”130  In this environment of 

uproar Labouisse deemed it best not to pursue the mail poll but rather to raise the 

possibility of a North Vietnamese contribution in April at the regular Executive Board 

meeting.131  This also gave Labouisse the time to pursue alternate funding for the whole 

of the 200,000 dollar aid package to North Vietnam.  This was essential so that the 
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contribution to North Vietnam would not come from general contributions - which of 

course included US monies.  In the end this turned out to be the critical olive branch that 

appeased the Americans.  In his UNICEF Vietnam history/memoir, Volkman quotes 

Labouisse as saying: 

Some governments, including my own, didn’t think we should have assisted 

because of the war…we did it nevertheless.  We finally got the board to approve 

because in the first instance we managed to get some money from the Dutch 

government and also from the Swiss government which they said was to be used 

for the North.  In other words, it wasn’t using any money of people who objected 

to it.  There were objections from the South, objections from several 

governments, but we did it anyhow.132 

At their regular April meeting the Executive Board approved the North Vietnam project 

and provided for less stringent conditions when it came to what would be accepted as 

constituting an agreement between UNICEF and North Vietnam.133  UNICEF succeeded 

in sending this supply of cloth to North Vietnam through the Red Cross Society and 

verbal acceptance was made – yet without documentation.134  Although the amount of the 

contribution was relatively small, in many ways this shipment represented a monumental 

achievement for UNICEF in its battle to remain an apolitical organization in the midst of 
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the Cold War.  Nevertheless this shipment did not prove to be the long-sought-after key 

to unlock the door to the North Vietnamese. 

While success on the political front was beginning to materialize for UNICEF, 

success on the ground in South Vietnam remained increasingly elusive.  In July of 1969 

Klausener discussed his plans to leave UNICEF shortly and gave a pessimistic analysis of 

post-war Vietnam rehabilitation.  In many ways he bore the scars as the leader of a 

program which had never quite left the ground and had been the victim of frequent 

setbacks.135  His outgoing report painted a bleak picture of an unprepared Vietnamese 

government was being handed over staggering levels of military and domestic 

responsibility as the U.S. backed away.136  Even UNICEF’s recent foray into emergency 

assistance seemed to be on the verge of collapse.  An assessment in January of 1970 

revealed high levels of mismanagement and mis-utilization in the school feeding 

programs.137   Neither the students nor the teachers were enthusiastic about the program 

and most children had to be forced to participate in the milk feeding.  To make matters 

worse, the parents were lodging their complaints about the adverse effects of the milk on 

their children.138  In many ways it seemed that UNICEF Vietnam had sunk to new lows. 
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CHAPTER 7: UNUSUAL SUCCESS: UNICEF VIETNAM IN THE LAST YEARS OF 

THE WAR 1970-1975 

 

When the 1970s began UNICEF Vietnam was transitioning as Andre Louis 

replaced Bernard Klausener as the representative in Saigon.  While much of UNICEF’s 

attention in 1970 and 1971 was focused on the emergency needs of the country, in May 

of 1971 the South Vietnamese government began a 4-year planning initiative to 

coordinate and integrate the plans of the different ministries and agencies into the overall 

country development plans.  UNICEF welcomed this return to the long-term 

developmental focus.  Yet government initiatives were all too often divorced from 

practical realities and a new military offensive in early 1972 created nearly 1 million 

more refugees and a barrage of additional requests for UNICEF assistance139.  

The resumption of the Paris peace talks at the beginning of 1973 created 

enormous hopes and expectations that the war was about to end.  At the UN and UNICEF 

headquarters excitement ran high, as the proposed peace would allow for “a major relief 

operation” as well as enable work through channels that had previously been closed 

(North Vietnam and Vietcong territory).140  It appeared that the United Nations would be 

playing a leading role in this rehabilitation of Indo-China and for UNICEF this meant 

stockpiling supplies and preparing for the operation.141  
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On the 24th of January 1973 a press release by the Secretary General of the UN 

stated the following.   

I am very gratified that this long and agonizing war, which has brought so much 

human suffering and destruction, is now at an end. I know that I speak not only 

for the United Nations but for all mankind when I express the fervent hope that 

the peace settlement will be permanent, and that the peoples of Vietnam and of all 

of Indo-China will be able to finally begin the tremendous task of reconciliation 

and reconstruction. In these efforts, the United Nations stands ready to play any 

role, which may be required of it.142 

The announcement of the end of the war brought with it a flurry of UNICEF activity.  On 

the same day as the release of the UN Secretary General’s statement UNICEF initiated 

monetary appeals through its national committees requesting “as much as possible” in aid 

for the children of Indo-China.143  In February UNICEF initiated the Indochina Peninsula 

Liaison Group (IPLG) which was formed specifically to augment the existing UNICEF 

Vietnam staff and address the needs of the situation in Indo-China.144  However, as was 

all to often the case in Vietnam, UNICEF and the United Nations had failed to fully 

consider the gravity of the division rocking the country.  A UNICEF update on the 

situation in March of 1973 revealed the somber truth that the cease-fire had been almost 

completely ignored by the warring parties.  As a result existing conditions continued to 

prevent UNICEF from initiating its post-war rehabilitation and requests for UN 
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assistance had not been forthcoming.145  Once again the initiative and momentum that 

UNICEF wished to harness had been effectively dashed.   

 The frustration and impasse of the situation on the ground in did not however 

prevent UNICEF from continuing to pursue relationships with all of Indo-China.  At the 

same time when it seemed as if the military deadlock would continue forever, UNICEF 

was beginning to make contacts with the Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG) 

regarding aid to areas outside the control of the South Vietnamese government.  The PRG 

proved highly receptive to UNICEF gestures146 even as progress continued in the 

relationship with North Vietnam.147  A letter from H.B. Gaenger, coordinator of the IPLG 

to the Deputy Director of UNICEF shows the aspirations that animated these efforts.  

Gaenger insists that UNICEF, for all its UN associations, is more politically acceptable 

than the United Nations.  He expressed the hope that if North Vietnam and the PRG were 

given a flexible environment in which to become familiarized with UNICEF it might 

“pave the way for a broader understanding and eventual cooperation between UN (UN 

agencies) and North Vietnam-PRG, and with them with all Indochina.”148  The added 

benefit of these relationships would be the approval of donors who were awaiting 

extension of UNICEF services to all of Vietnam before opening their coffers.149   
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 Nevertheless, contact with these entities continued to raise eyebrows and 

engender resistance.  The South Vietnam administration was strongly opposed to 

UNICEF’s dealing with the PRG or anything that might constitute recognition of another 

legitimate government in South Vietnam.150 A note for the record on a UNICEF meeting 

with the UN permanent Observer for South Vietnam reveals the tensions created by the 

emerging relationships with the North and the PRG.  The observer insisted that any kind 

of action with the PRG would be interpreted by South Vietnam as meddling in internal 

affairs.  He went on to suggest however that an arrangement through the Red Cross might 

be more acceptable.  UNICEF responded that while this was the approach being pursued, 

they did not find themselves limited to this alone.151  Obviously at this juncture UNICEF 

was negotiating from a position of increased international stature while the government 

of South Vietnam could do little more than make vague threats.  From the United States 

there were complaints in the press that UNICEF was helping the Communists and failing 

in their responsibilities to adequately supervise their aid.152  Yet UNICEF countered such 

criticisms by citing international authority and claiming that in light of the Paris 

agreements they must provide aid to all recognized areas of Vietnam.153  

Refusing to be derailed in their efforts, UNICEF pressed on and even proceeded 

with a second shipment of cloth to North Vietnam.154  This determination was much 
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needed as the North Vietnamese remained wary of any association with the UN.  An 

informal meeting with the Paris delegation in early April lead to the clear understanding 

that the North did not want any official connections with the UN agencies at this time.  

However, they did agree to transmit letters from UNICEF to Hanoi, which in and of itself 

represented a significant step forward from past interactions.155   

 In the middle of 1973 UNICEF experienced yet anther major shake up in its South 

Vietnam operations on the ground.  Mismanagement and dishonesty had crept into the 

field office during Andre Louis’ tenure and it was decided that it was necessary to clear 

house.156  A new field director was appointed and an evaluation was conducted to bring 

the office back up to operational efficiency.  The scathing report that followed revealed a 

sorely outdated office with almost no programming capabilities and its operations in 

various levels of disrepair.157   

 Finally, in the middle of 1973 UNICEF got the break it had been pursuing for so 

long.  Starting on the 7th of July Jacques Beaumont and Martin Sandberg (members 

IPLG) were finally allowed to visit the DRVN for the purpose of becoming mutually 

aquatinted with the leaders there.  The interactions were described as “very constructive, 

positive, and promising for the future.”  The guests “passed the test” as individuals and 

the North Vietnamese leaders found their approach sensible and acceptable to them.  

Much was discussed and the possibilities of further aid were examined.  Ultimately these 

meetings represented an enormous breakthrough and the beginning of a working 
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relationship.  The keynote was that North Vietnam expressed that their country  “…had 

long been isolated and would appreciate UNICEF’s help to draw on worldwide 

experiences in development…”158  

 1974 also represented a banner year as Jacques Beaumont and Martin Sandberg 

conducted for the first time a field trip that incorporated all of Indo-China and involved 

meeting with contacts from North Vietnam, South Vietnam, Cambodia and the PRG.159 A 

statement to the programme committee in May of 1974 recommended a budget of 4 

million for the upcoming year with a reminder that outside contributions would have to 

be made for “certain parts” of Vietnam.  Progress in the North was firmly on the move 

with another visit to Hanoi recently completed and UNICEF in the process of acquiring 

school supplies and assisting with North Vietnamese day care centers.  Field observations 

had confirmed the receipt of previously donated items hence vindicating the contested 

provisions.160 

 International reaction at the Executive Board meeting that year ranged the gamut.  

France, Sweden and Poland welcomed the extension of UNICEF assistance to all part of 

Vietnam and even claimed that more should have been allocated to these previously 

neglected places.  The United States complained that it felt the allocations were out of 

proportion to population but stated that it was not opposed to UNICEF programs in North 

Vietnam or PRG areas as long as the PRG was not recognized and U.S. funds were not 
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used for these area.  The representative pointed out that the U.S. contributed 25% of 

UNICEF’s budget and could not allow its funds to be used for these areas since North 

Vietnam and the PRG were not committed to a peaceful resolution.161 

 As 1975 began UNICEF continued its work in the whole of Vietnam.  Over a 

million dollars worth of materials had been sent to PRG controlled areas162 and in spite of 

this and the work in North Vietnam the United States funds continued to flow through 

UNICEF (with conditions of course).  On the 15th of January the UN Secretary-General 

issued the PRG a relief liaison office in Geneva against the objections of the U.S.163  In 

North Vietnam UNICEF work progressed rapidly with 6 million appropriated for 

education and the health of mothers and children.164  

When April 1975 arrived dramatic changes began to unfold in South Vietnam 

amidst the final military push by the North.  The United States began evacuating and 

other agencies followed suit.  A cable from the UNICEF office stated that  

…UNDP ARE MOVING TOWARDS SUSPENDING THEIR COUNTRY 

PROGRAMME RESULTING EVACUATION ALL EXPERTS AND 

REDUCTION INTERNATIONAL ADMINISTRATIVE STAFF.  UNICEF 

INTERNATIONAL STAFF HOWEVER WITHOUT EXCEPTION FEEL 

IMPERITIVE WE WEATHER THIS ONE OUT.  PERHAPS WE AND WE 
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ALONE CAN BE OF USE TO CHILDREN IN UNCERTAIN PERIOD AHEAD 

AND WHATEVER NEW SITUATION DEVELOPS…WHILE KEEPING THE 

FLAG FLYING ADVISE ALL OUR FAMILIES WE ARE INN GOOD 

SHAPE.165 

In the past UNICEF had at times been restricted from war zones or forced to evacuate in 

order to preserve life and limb.  Having established their place in the middle of a war-

zone as well as their reputation on both sides of Vietnam, UNICEF decided to face the 

risks and stay the course in Saigon as the Northern army approached.  After a heavy night 

of rocket attacks and street fighting, UNICEF began to consider thinning out their staff.  

Soon however, with the American evacuation complete and the airport and city exits 

closed, it became apparent that those who remained were in for the duration.166  To the 

outside world things fell quiet as the city changed hands.  By May 1 1975 Saigon had 

become Ho Chi Minh City.   

 On May 2 1975 a UNICEF communication expressed the North Vietnamese 

insistence that the work in the North must not suffer from attempts to help “their southern 

friends”167.  Perhaps this was meant as a test of UNICEF’s loyalty or perhaps merely an 

expression of urgency, yet in the next month it became apparent that the center of 

UNICEF’s work in Vietnam was shifting from Saigon to Hanoi.  As the dust settled and 

communication resumed with former Saigon, all UNICEF staffers were found to be safe 
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with their offices intact.168  However, within several weeks the military high command 

ordered the offices closed.169  The protocol that emerged was for all former offices to be 

closed and only opened when approved and staffed with employees who had not worked 

under the former governmental administration.170  In spite of this, by the end of June 

Martin Sandberg (IPLG) felt that it was fair to say that normalization of UNICEF work 

could now begin in the RSV.171 

 As the war concluded and Vietnam was militarily united, it remained to be seen 

on what basis UNICEF would be able to negotiate with the leadership in Hanoi.  Up to 

this point UNICEF had taken every opportunity to establish a relationship with the North.  

Their approach had been a model of sensitivity and flexibility and sought to meet the 

North on its own terms to the very edge of the limits of its guiding mandate.  

Nevertheless, a transition to a working relationship needed to occur for this story to have 

a productive ending.  In December of 1975 UNICEF/DRNV negotiations started out with 

the government presenting what was essentially a laundry list of its needs to UNICEF in 

the way that had been accepted in the past.  The UNICEF team “suggested that the time 

had passed when a discussion on UNICEF cooperation began with a specific list of 

items.”  It was recommended that a more comprehensive approach had to be taken if the 

needed finances were to be brought to bear in the DRNV.  Although this initially caught 

the DRNV leaders off guard and threw the meeting into some level of confusion, after an 
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intermission the Hanoi authorities declared that UNICEF’s points were well taken, and 

further detailed discussions would take place between UNICEF staff and the appropriate 

authorities.172  This moment marked an important milestone and transition in the growing 

relationship between these two entities.  This relationship would continue to grow and be 

the foundation for UNICEF’s continued work in all of Vietnam. 
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSIONS 

 

 On July 20, 1977 at 12:30 PM the Security Council of the United Nations passed 

by unanimous consent a resolution sponsored by 11 nations recommending that the 

Socialist Republic of Vietnam be admitted to the United Nations.  This was Vietnam’s 

third attempt at admission to the UN since 1975 and represented the fruition of a struggle 

that had weathered no less than 5 vetoes at the hands of the United States.  It was 

recorded that “the gallery of the Security Council Chamber burst into loud applause as 

ambassador Dinh Ba Thi of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam thanked member nations 

for supporting the legitimate right of Vietnam to be seated at the UN.173  On October 24th 

1978 United Nations Day was celebrated for the first time in Vietnam.  As a particular 

gesture of acknowledgement the Prime Minister formally received the heads of the UN 

mission on the morning of that day.174 

 In his book entitled Global Community, Akira Iriye sets forth a bold 

reconceptualization of twentieth century world politics.  Rather than projecting an 

anarchic world of state actors or a bipolar interpretation of post-WW2 history, Iriye 

suggest an alternate vision where the steady rise of interstate actors and non-government 

organizations (NGOs) conspired to move the world towards a truly global community.  In 

this alternate world “networks of shared interests and concerns that go beyond national 

interests and concerns” are the glue that bind disparate groups of people into a unity.175   
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 Clearly the case of UNICEF in Vietnam provides a concrete example of the 

validity of Iriye’s approach to the interpretation of recent international history. The 

trajectory of UNICEF in Korea and Vietnam demonstrates the gradual yet significant 

growth in the influence of one particular IGO and represents a larger reality emerging in 

the mid-to-late 20th century.  By virtue of the persistent pursuit of a politically neutral 

stance - and due to the larger trends in international protest and public pressure – 

UNICEF carved out a unique place of influence that allowed it to compete with and even 

transcend the traditional realm of state actors. 

 Amy Staples work serves to highlight another side of this story.  Her pointed 

analysis of the seminal stages of the World Bank, Food and Agriculture Organization, 

and World Health Organization welcome the historical observer to take a similar look at 

UNICEF.  The critical observer will readily detect a similar narrative emerging on the 

ground during UNICEF’s work in Korea and Vietnam.  While their local offices and 

embedded connections helped to mitigate some of these problems, UNICEF still 

stumbled magnificently over both its own preconceived notions and the nefarious 

realities of a third world conflict zone.  What Staples’ work fails to highlight is the very 

significant achievements of some of these organizations in arenas just beyond the 

obvious.   

Erez Manela brings this alternative narrative to the fore with his examination of 

the WHO and the global push to eradicate smallpox.  His interest lies not only in the 

success of the initiative itself, but in the way in which the superpowers paradoxically 

chose this international space in which to cooperate across the gaping chasm of the Cold 

War.  UNICEF in Vietnam provides yet another concrete example of how disparate 
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groups of mid-level technocrats operating just below the level of state scrutiny affected 

highly unexpected results on the international scene.  Due to a principled stand, diligent 

work and the diverse pressures exerted by its constituency, UNICEF served as a bridge 

between the international community of the United Nations and isolation of North 

Vietnam. 

 In many ways UNICEF in Korea serves as baseline analysis of this organization.  

As the UN essentially became a tool of the US to punish North Korea (and by extension 

China and the USSR) UNICEF’s apolitical stance was drowned in the superpower 

conflict.  Attempts to provide aid in this setting were reduced to fulfilling the requests of 

the American occupiers or watching in frustration from the sidelines.  A relatively new 

organization without much clout or even a firmly established role, UNICEF did its best to 

get its name and its aid on the ground in whatever way possible.  However, 

communication or interaction with the North of Korea was curtailed at the advice of the 

American military.  Even if contact had been possible, UNICEF aid clearly came to be 

affiliated with the democratizing mission of the United States and hence was viewed as 

antithetical to the North.  It seems doubtful whether aid would have been accepted even if 

contact had been made. 

 Yet the story of UNICEF in Vietnam reveals a very different emerging picture.  In 

Vietnam UNICEF had time to establish itself both in terms of its mission and its 

reputation.  In a larger global context increasingly dominated by concerns ranging from 

third world development to human rights, UNICEF gradually began to flex its muscle and 

pursue its apolitical goals.  Against the clear wishes of the United States and the Republic 

of Vietnam, UNICEF repeatedly extended an olive branch to both the government of 
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North Vietnam and the PRG.  It also negotiated the minefield of funding issues and 

managed (albeit not without mishaps) to balance the need for finances with the need to 

remain free of political influence.  Surely all of this would not have been possible were it 

not for a variety of significant developments in the Post-War years.  To begin, the growth 

and stability of the United Nations served to provide a stronger platform for UNICEF to 

perform its work in Vietnam.  While the US dominated the UN during the earlier Korean 

War, neither the USSR nor its satellites left the organization.  In this way the UN 

remained a symbol of world unity and a forum for international communication.176 The 

voices of the Eastern Bloc UNICEF members certainly played a critical role in pushing 

the organization towards a relationship with North Vietnam as time went by.  Perhaps 

equally important, the growing interconnectedness of the world and the attendant demand 

for human rights demonstrated itself through the intense public outcry surrounding the 

Vietnam War.  Images of the innocent victims of the conflict served to highlight an 

increasing loss of faith in the good will of the governments involved.  A massive global 

uptick in volunteerism flooded the ground with first-hand witnesses to the collision 

between a bloody civil war and superpower military funding.  As the sixties and seventies 

wore on protest and political pressure boiled over and began to affect very real changes in 

the legislative scene in Washington.  In this broader context UNICEF both discovered 

and created the space to pursue its ethic of “no enemy child.” Its alignment with the 

International Committee of the Red Cross and its tactful refusal to bow to the wishes of 

the United States or the government of South Vietnam helped to make this vision a 

reality. 
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 Yet the story of UNICEF during the Vietnam War Era ends with a surprising twist 

that demonstrates the unique value of the space which this organization had created.  In a 

region where antagonism and distrust had long dominated the relationship between North 

Vietnam and the UN, UNICEF played a pivotal role in affecting a reversal of this 

dynamic.  The dogged determination of UNICEF to establish a working relationship with 

the North surely served as an olive branch in a highly polarized region.  Furthermore, the 

willingness to provide aid outside the normal working arrangements and with the most 

flexible interpretation of UNICEF policy provided the suspicious North Vietnamese with 

a situation where they could observe and receive from UNICEF without affiliating 

themselves with the UN.  The decision by UNICEF to increasingly align itself with the 

Red Cross and distance itself from extensive bi-lateral US assistance to the South opened 

a door for a more apolitical approach to both Vietnams.  The increasing sensitivity of 

UNICEF to the national concerns of the North Vietnamese led them to allocate resources 

more on the basis of indigenous priorities than pre-established UNICEF program.  In 

perhaps the final show if its apolitical nature, UNICEF staff chose to risk staying on the 

ground in Saigon when it finally fell to the North.  In this it demonstrated both its 

commitment to the mothers and children of Vietnam and to its apolitical mission.   

 In his memoire entitled A History of UNICEF in Vietnam, Christian Salazar 

Volkmann, Officer in Charge UNICEF Vietnam, tells the history of UNICEF in Vietnam 

“through the testimonies of several generations of professionals who worked for and with 

UNICEF in Vietnam with only one aim: to improve the life of Vietnamese children and 
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women.”177  By design Volkmann's work seeks to give the personal accounts and 

memories of those who worked in UNICEF Vietnam precedence over mere facts or 

figures.  As such his work serves not only as an institutional history but also a memoire. 

Volkmann attributes the success of UNICEF to the dedicated and determined 

individuals who worked with single-hearted determination to fulfil UNICEF’s mission to 

provide aid to women and children “without discrimination because of race, creed, 

nationality status, or political belief.”178  Volkmann emphasizes how gaining the trust of 

the North Vietnamese was the great challenge that UNICEF faced, and eventually 

overcame.  He quotes Ian Hopwood, first Programme manager for UNICEF Hanoi (1975-

77): “I believe the North Vietnamese were a bit suspicious about UNICEF – that’s why 

negotiations took so long.  The initiative only intensified after the Paris talks in January 

1973.  Then as you slowly built confidence with them, you would get access to all party 

and technical people.”179  He further quotes Jacques Beaumont as saying: “You must 

remember that the Vietnamese certainly had to open up to discussion with international 

agencies, with the UN agencies, and it took some time to become fully aware of what it 

meant.  It is not something that happens overnight.”180  Yet clearly UNICEF persevered 

and succeeded in that endeavor despite the odds. 

 Volkmann relates how “In early May, 1975, only a few days after the world 

watched the last of the American presence in Saigon being airlifted out of the country the 

DRVN arranged a ceremony to officially recognize UNICEF.  At 6am on May 2, a 
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government car with two Vietnamese-made UN flags delivered Jacques Beaumont to a 

stadium in Hanoi.  The entire diplomatic corps was present, and Beaumont was 

introduced as the representative of the UN system.”181 Volkmann quotes Jacques 

Beaumont as stating “There were no other UN agencies there.  We were the first. From 

the first day of a united country the Vietnamese showed the intention to recognize the 

mission of UNICEF officially…this was in line with the declaration of Co Thach, the 

then minister of foreign affairs, who said that as soon as the war was over, Vietnam 

would assume its right place in the UN system.”182 

 If the historical observer were to cling to a strictly anarchic and state-centered 

perspective there would still be reason to dispute the role of UNICEF in affecting 

reconciliation between the UN and North Vietnam.  One could point out the fact that due 

to disputes over specific clauses UNICEF did not sign a formal agreement with the 

Socialist Republic of Vietnam until nearly four years later.  Perhaps North Vietnam was 

merely parading UNICEF for its public image in order to increase their social and 

political capital in their effort to be recognized by the UN.  Perhaps they only wanted a 

share of the reconstruction funds that were flooding in from around the world at this 

critical juncture.  Yet while perhaps these considerations played a part, there is a far more 

important side to the story.  It bears remembering that only a few years earlier North 

Vietnam had seemed intractably at odds with the UN.  Indeed it was at war with a 

government recognized by the UN (South Vietnam) which was backed by yet another 
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nation (the US) which was both a key player in the UN and to many was deemed 

synonymous with the UN.  Yet the persistent, flexible and sensitive role that UNICEF 

demonstrated over many years served a critical role in affected a dramatic change in the 

North Vietnamese stance.  By extending an olive branch and meeting the North on their 

own terms, UNICEF gradually won the confidence of the skeptical leadership.  By 

flexing their muscle in an arena previously populated only by states and political actors, 

UNICEF found a platform to pursue its apolitical agenda and act as a broker of 

international goodwill in the midst of the Cold War. 
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