
10 DOWNING STREET 

From the Private Secretary 15 June 1979 

Vietnamese Refugees 


When the Governor of Hong Kong, S i r Murray MacLehose, c a l l e d 

on the Prime M i n i s t e r on 14 June at 1800 i n the House of Commons, 

there was some d i s c u s s i o n of the problem of Vietnamese refugees. 

The Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary was present. I have 

recorded s e p a r a t e l y the d i s c u s s i o n of the need f o r reinforcement 

of the Hong Kong g a r r i s o n . 


The Prime M i n i s t e r asked S i r Murray MacLehose how the Hong Kong 

Government could deal w i t h the Chinese and Vietnamese refugees 

who reached the colony by water. S i r Murray s a i d that i t was 

impossible to send them back. Refugees who were put to sea from 

Thailand could hope to end up e v e n t u a l l y on the v i r t u a l l y unadmin
i n s t e r e d i s l a n d s of the Indonesian a r c h i p e l a g o ; but from Hong Kong 

there was no d e s t i n a t i o n which they could hope to reach. Hong Kong 

could only do i t s best to accommodate refugees and hope f o r some 

form of i n t e r n a t i o n a l s o l u t i o n to the problem. The Prime M i n i s t e r 

asked whether she should not send a f u r t h e r message to the UN 

Secretary General and Lord C a r r i n g t o n mentioned Mr. B l a k e r ' s f o r t h 

coming meeting w i t h the UN High Commissioner f o r Refugees, 

Mr. H a r t l i n g . S i r Murray MacLehose s a i d that he would be asking 

the Americans to increase t h e i r settlement quota f o r refugees from 

Hong Kong. I t was a l s o e s s e n t i a l that the o f f i c e of the UNHCR i n 

Hong Kong should be enlarged; but the UNHCR was des p e r a t e l y short 

of funds. 


In f u r t h e r d i s c u s s i o n , i  t was agreed that something should be 

done to make world opinion more aware of the s c a l e of the problem. 

The Prime M i n i s t e r suggested that some of the l a r g e press corps who 

would be i n Tokyo to cover the Economic Summit should be persuaded 

to accompany Lord Carr i n g t o n on h i s v i s i t to Hong Kong a f t e r the 

Summit meeting. Lord Car r i n g t o n and S i r Murray MacLehose agreed 

that t h i s would be v a l u a b l e , p a r t i c u l a r l y i f French and non-aligned 

j o u r n a l i s t s could be in c l u d e d i n the pa r t y . I should be g r a t e f u l 

i f you would arrange f o r t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y to be pursued and f o r a 

report i n due course on the a c t i o n taken, f o r the Prime M i n i s t e r ' s 

informat i o n . 


/Turning to the 
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Turning to the p o s s i b i l i t y of an i n t e r n a t i o n a l conference on 

refugees, S i r Murray MacLehose s a i d that i t s object might be to 

secure b i d s from other c o u n t r i e s , perhaps spread over a period,on 

the number of refugees which they would be w i l l i n g to accept. 

He hoped that the UK would f e e l able t o make a b i d of her own. 

The Prime M i n i s t e r explained the d i f f i c u l t i e s created for the B r i t i s h 

Government by the pressure of 2 m i l l i o n immigrants on our l a r g e 

c i t i e s and by the negative a t t i t u d e of p u b l i c o p i n i o n . Lord C a r r i n g t o n 

made the p o i n t that i f the UK could not o f f e r to take more people, 

the B r i t i s h Government would at l e a s t have to o f f e r to give more 

money. Any UK o f f e r , e i t h e r to accept more refugees or t o provide 

more f i n a n c i a l help, could of course be made c o n d i t i o n a l on other 

c o u n t r i e s doing the same. The Prime M i n i s t e r expressed s e r i o u s 

doubt as to whether the UK could o f f e r to take any more refugees; 

she asked whether ships r e g i s t e r e d i n other c o u n t r i e s than the UK 

picked up l a r g e numbers of refugees i n the South P a c i f i c . S i r Murray 

s a i d that they d i d but t h a t , s i n c e i t was the p o l i c y of the 

c o u n t r i e s concerned to take i n refugees so rescued as a matter of 

p o l i c y , l e s s p u b l i c i t y surrounded i n c i d e n t s i n v o l v i n g non-UK 

s h i p s . Lord C a r r i n g t o n commented that a number of UK ships were 

now changing t h e i r usual routes i n order to avoid encountering 

Vietnamese refugees. 


Lord C a r r i n g t o n and S i r Murray MacLehose both s t r e s s e d the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s which might a r i s e i f the UK, having pressed f o r an 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l conference, found h e r s e l f unable to make a p o s i t i v e 

c o n t r i b u t i o n to i t  . 


H)

As you know, I have already asked f o r advice ( i n my l e t t e r to 

you yesterday) on the p o s i t i o n which the Government should adopt 
towards the next batch of refugees picked up by UK s h i p s (probably 
those on the Norse V i k i n g ) and on whether f u r t h e r a c t i o n should be 
taken w i t h the United Nations. 

I am sending copies of t h i s l e t t e r to Tony B u t l e r (Home O f f i c e ) , 

Tom H a r r i s (Department of Trade) and Martin V i l e (Cabinet O f f i c e ) . 


J.S. W a l l , Esq, 

Foreign and Commonwealth O f f i c e . 



