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CLAIRE BANNON: Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to our regular update on Australia's commitment to the International Coalition Against Terrorism. Today's briefing will be conducted by Brigadier Mike Hannan, who I'll introduce now.

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome to this week's media update on the ADF's support to the International Coalition Against Terrorism. I begin this morning's update as always, with maritime operations.

HMAS Melbourne and Arunta along with other multinational interception force units remain on station in the Northern Persian Gulf to block attempts to smuggle contraband by sea in and out of Iraq in contravention of the United Nations sanction.

HMAS Arunta has concluded its fifth successful operational patrol in the Northern Persian Gulf. Whilst this patrol has been the ship's shortest to date, it has proven to be the most challenging with date smugglers particularly anxious to move their cargo before it spoils and before the commencement of the Holy season of Ramadan.

Weight for weight, dates provides the smuggler with a significantly higher profit margin than oil in the Middle East. And, when in season, provide a big incentive to move this contraband through the maritime blockade.

At the peak of the patrolling period, Arunta's team conducted 24 boardings in 24 hours. With the ships passing the milestone of 300 boardings in the last day of the patrol.

HMAS Arunta's activity during her most recent patrol have resulted in 81 boardings of non-compliant ships. The interception of 5,020 metric tonnes of contraband oil and the interception of 14,753 metric tonnes of contraband dates. It seems to me to be a lot of dates.

The RAN Task Group in the Gulf achieved another significant milestone when HMAS Melbourne completed her 300th boarding, taking the total number of boardings conducted by this current RAN rotation to over 600.

Her Majesty's Australian ships Arunta and Melbourne are soon to hand over their multi-national interception force duties in the Gulf to HMAS Anzac and HMAS Darwin, who departed Australia for the Middle East last week.

I turn now to land operations. Australian Special Force soldiers continued operations on the ground in Afghanistan this week without incident. Though operations continued at a high tempo, the Australian troops who were inside the wire on Tuesday at Bagram Air Base, took the opportunity to listen to the Melbourne Cup on the Internet. The soldiers ran a sweep and Calcutta for the race in order to raise some money for the families of victims of the Bali bombing tragedy. In the end the soldiers raised more than $2,500 for a donation to the appeal.

The soldiers in Afghanistan closely monitor news from Australia and wanted, through the donation, to express their sympathy and support for all those who lost family members and loved ones in the attack.

Now, that concludes the slipper component of this morning's brief, but I'd like to take this opportunity to quickly update you on a number of events in relation to Operation Citadel, which is the ADF's contribution to the United Nations Mission in Support of East Timor, UNMISET.

In this area the 5th/7th Battalion of the Royal Australian Regiment is currently taking over from the 3rd Battalion Royal Australian Regiment in the Bobonaro region of East Timor.

5/7RAR will be complete in country by the 11th of this month when Alpha company joins the battalion group in that location. Now this is the second deployment of 5/7RAR into East Timor wearing the blue beret of the United Nations. 5/7 RAR was the first Australian battalion to take up duties after Operation Stabilise and it was in country during the transition to United Nations control when they exchanged their green berets for the blue berets of the United Nations. From memory that was in February 2000.

5/7RAR will be unique in that it will have a Fijian company as part of the battalion group, and will have a Reserve company comprised predominantly of Victorians from the 4th Brigade, which has its headquarters in Melbourne.

The battalion they're replacing, the Third Battalion of the Royal Australian Regiment, known throughout the Army as 'Old Faithful', will be conducting a welcome home parade this Friday at Kapyong Lines, Holsworthy, as 1200. 

This is the second time the battalion has returned from duty in East Timor. The first was towards the end of the International Stabilisation Operation where the battalion had the difficult task of patrolling the Accusi [phonetic] Enclave.

During the parade the 3RAR soldiers will swap their UN blue berets for their traditional paratroopers maroon berets, thus signifying their return home.

That concludes this morning's update. If there's any significant issues we will as always brief you separately. And I can now take any questions.

QUESTION: Indonesia has foreshadowed a closer defence relationship - sorry, the Australian Government has foreshadowed a closer defence relationship with Indonesia, have any practical steps at this stage been taken towards strengthening that relationship?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: The ADF has a very long and very well developed relationship with Indonesia, and particularly with the TNI, which dates back over a large number of years. And it exists at many levels, from the personal level of those who move and train there, to the areas of training and practical support.

ADF takes its part in our government's MOU with that country very seriously, and will continue to provide support. Currently there are more than 40 Indonesian officers training in Australia, including those getting a technical training with the services and those who are involved with Defence Colleges and so forth. And, of course, a number of Australians are currently working in Indonesia. 

We look forward to strengthening and developing those relationships as we go forward. 


QUESTION: But there hasn't been any strengthening or development since - at least since the Bali bombings? 
BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: There has been no specific issues which I can tell you about today. 


QUESTION: Robert Hill said this morning that we need to take threats in the region very seriously. Have there been any steps over the last week to increase protection or security of Australia toward Indonesia?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: Yeah, clearly our security arrangements are now - and certainly since September 11th last year - have been stepped up and are under constant review. In regards to the region, Australian servicemen and women have the same levels of warning and preparedness as is applied to the general community. And we take note of and abide by the DFAT advisories in regards to all those countries in relation to our people.

The ADF certainly doesn't have any special or different information that isn't a part of the DFAT consideration process.

QUESTION: Brigadier, will you bringing our SAS troops home for Christmas from Afghanistan? 


BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: The decision to rotate the SAS troops is very much a matter for government and it's a decision which, as I understand it, hasn't been made as yet.

QUESTION: But there is consideration of bringing them home.

 
BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: Well, it's a decision that government would - will need to make. 


QUESTION: Peter Costello's indicated that there'll be more money spent on Defence next year. Is there any idea where that money might go?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: I'm sorry, the question was? 


QUESTION: Peter Costello has indicated there'll be more money spent on Defence next year. Any ideas where that money may go?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: No, I don't. But it's a good question. 


QUESTION: The Defence Minister has raised the prospect of Australia renewing military links with Kopassus. Does the Defence Force have a view on the merits of such a proposal?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: Well, look, as the Minister pointed out, Kopassus has significant counter-terrorist capabilities. And in terms of our cooperative effort with Indonesia to combat terrorism, those capabilities are matters that we need to take careful consideration of and look at very closely.

Beyond that, the issue of engagement with Kopassus is one that is very much a matter for government. 


CLAIRE BANNON: Ladies and gentlemen, we'll take one more question. There's no more questions? Thanks very much. 
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