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BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, and thank you for turning out this morning for this week's media update on the ADF support to the Coalition operations in support of the International Coalition Against Terrorism.

This morning we have asked the Chief of Army, Lieutenant General Peter Leahy, to come and provide some background information for us with the briefing, as he's just returned from an extensive visit to our troops in the Middle East area of operations.

Before introducing General Leahy, I'd just like to draw your attention to the Minister's release this morning, which announced the appointment of Brigadier Maurie McNarn as the new Commander of the Australian Forces in the Middle East area of operations.

As you know, Brigadier McNarn would be replacing Brigadier Bornholt, who has served in that area for some time. 


Before handing over to our speaker this morning, the Chief of Army, are there any questions on the issue of Brigadier McNarn's appointment?

QUESTION: How long's he doing the position for? Fulfilling the role for? 


BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN: His tour of duty as this stage is expected to be approximately six months, as was the case with Brigadier Bornholt.

Okay, there being no more questions on that, I'd like to introduce our speaker this morning, Lieutenant General Peter Leahy, Chief of Army, who has just returned from the Middle East area of operations. And I invite him to address us now.

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: Ladies and gentlemen, good morning. Can I just add to what Brigadier Hannan has said, my congratulations to Brigadier Bornholt on his tour of duty as the Commander in the Middle East. And also my congratulations to Brigadier McNarn and my expectations of a fine tour from him, just the same as we had from Brigadier Bornholt.

As you know I recently had the opportunity to visit our Australian forces deployed on Operation Slipper. And I'd like to give you a brief impression of my visit. I'll try to give you a flavour of what I saw, but I do know that all of you understand for operational and some security issues there are some areas that I won't be able to discuss.

First, let me say how impressed I was with everything that I saw. All the men and women of the ADF deployed forward. I was able to see lots of them. I was able to see the work that they were doing and I was able to speak to them and get their impressions of what they're up to.

I had the chance of seeing all of our three Services in action. I was very impressed with what I saw, particularly given the conditions that they're operating under and the fact that they are very regularly conducting difficult, demanding and dangerous activities.

I'd like to think that all Australians would be very proud of the work that our people are doing in the War Against Terror because they've earned the admiration and respect of our Coalition partners. And indeed that was one of the key features in my discussions with allied commanders that it was their praise and respect for the work that the ADF is doing in the area.

To me it was terribly obvious that our standards of training, teamwork, professionalism, the level of equipment that we have and the types of equipment that we deployed forward with are enabling our people to do a great job. And, of course, we add to that the good old enthusiastic Aussie approach to the task. And what I saw was a really good story.

I arrived and departed Bagram in Afghanistan by Royal Australian Air Force C130 aircraft. And the RAAF, who are routinely conducting re-supply missions into the area, have adapted particularly well to the terrain and the flying conditions and the tactical requirements of flying in the area of operations.

As comfortable as you can on a C130, I had a really good flight in and out. And my thanks go to the Royal Australian Air Force and the crew.

As I think most of you would know, Bagram is a fairly desolate place surrounded by mountains. It's an old Russian air base still littered with the debris of Russian equipment. But it is now occupied by a significant allied force who use it as a base for air and ground operations.

It is a place of few comforts and extremes of climate. In the last few weeks the weather has been changing from very hot and dry to cold and wet. In a short time the snows will arrive, and that will make the operating conditions very very difficult. In fact I've heard since my visit, and I got back on Monday, that the dust has turned into mud and the temperatures are overnight well down into the zeroes.

And speaking to the troops that returned from our first deployment, we're expecting that in the depths of winter, working at some of the altitude that our people work at, that the temperatures will be routinely in the minus 30s.

Now, during my time in Bagram I spent most of my time talking to the Special Forces detachment we have there. As you know, we've had a Special Forces element deployed for over 11 months now, and throughout the deployments they've all done a great job.

I've always found my experiences with the Special Air Service Regiment, the Special Forces, that they're an exceptional group of people. They're carefully selected, they're well-trained. And what I saw was great people getting on with their task in a very professional, resolute and eager manner.

I was pleased to see just how well-prepared and equipped they were to be enabled to complete that task. And indeed one of the things that Allied Commanders who I spoke with continually remarked on, was how our Special Forces soldiers were able to conduct operations that filled a very important role that few other forces were able to do. And their feedback to me was uniformly very positive.

Essentially our forces are conducting long-range patrols of considerable duration. In this way they're able to get to know an area, conduct surveillance and reconnaissance and provide detailed knowledge of what is going on in the ground. Now, these tasks are classic Special Force tasks, and it very much validated the equipment and training of the Special Air Service Regiment.

Our Special Forces are working closely with our allies, and I was pleased to see how easily they were all working together. And this has shown to me the validity of much of our training and preparations in operability and exercises with our allies. We have fitted easily into a larger force, and it made a very positive contribution to a very demanding combined operation.

After my visit to Afghanistan I was privileged to pay a visit to HMAS Melbourne while it was on duty in the Northern Persian Gulf. It was great to visit the ship and see the really important work that the Royal Australian Navy is doing in the Gulf as part of the multi-national interception force.

But as the Chief of Navy keeps reminding me, I'm no real expert on naval matters, but I do think that the Melbourne, and our other ships deployed as part of the force, are doing a fantastic job.

As in Afghanistan, the conditions for the ships' crews can be extreme, and the task is often difficult and dangerous. I was particularly privileged to see the officers and crew of the ship's helicopter and small boats who conduct the boardings to enforce the United Nations mandate. They've conducted hundreds of boardings in their time there, and have again earned the respect and admiration of our allied for their efforts.

Like the SAS, they are showing just how effective and professional the ADF can be. They conduct these boardings by day and night in all weather conditions. And I was really impressed with what I saw, in particular how they conduct the boardings in a professional, skilled and disciplined manner.

The skills that I saw demonstrated, and I heard about, are ones that I'd be very pleased and proud to have in the Australian Army. And this sheet clearly shows how adaptable the ships crews are.

Melbourne's captain is an old friend and I was thrilled to have a close look and see what the ship was up to. To see how well they were approaching their task and, with an extensive tour of the ship, to see how high morale was on board. Part of that, of course, is that Melbourne has had a tour there for about six months and they're on their way home. They were looking forward to that, but they were justifiably proud of the work that they'd done.

I found all of the ship's crew well-prepared, confidant and undertaking their task in a thoroughly enthusiastic and professional manner.

That's all I have in the way of a formal presentation. I have a few moments before another appointment and I'd be happy to take your questions. If you could just tell me who you are. I haven't had a chance to meet most of you yet.

QUESTION: [Indistinct] from Australian Associated Press. The fourth deployment of the SAS coming up, will we do it? Won't we do it?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: That's a matter for government to decide. The current deployment is going very well. We've not determined, and government hasn't advised, whether there will be a fourth deployment.

QUESTION: General, did you raise at any stage with the allied officers, or with any other representative of the United States, a question of Australia's possible participation for war on Iraq?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: There was discussion about subsequent operations, but there was nothing formal because we haven't had any formal requests. Therefore there's no commitment. We all wonder professionally, I think we're all wondering what's going to happen. But, no, I didn't discuss it in a formal way.

QUESTION: But it did come up just as a matter of [indistinct] conversation? 


LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: As I say, we wonder what's going on, but there's been no commitment, therefore we haven't determined any action.

QUESTION: Geoff Barker, Australian Financial Review, General. Could I direct your mind to your October 22 speech in Brisbane and change the subject slightly? I was really intrigued by the series of questions you raised about where you think the Army should be going. I just wonder if I could ask you for an answer to a couple of the questions that you raised. In the light of what you've said about the outward strategy, what size Army do you think we need now? How should it be equipped? Especially, what's your view of the Army getting heavy armour and new artillery?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: Max, if I think I knew the answers I'd probably would have put them in the speech. That's why I ask the questions. I'm encouraged that we have a debate at the moment about the type of defence that we need. I'd like to see that that debate extends into the Army. We are seeing old tasks, we're seeing new tasks. I'm not sure what we need. I'd like to have the debate, and when I have the answers I'll be offering them.

QUESTION: General, Graeme Dobell from the ABC. Do you agree that Australia's planning is mired in the thinking of 20 years ago? That our security [indistinct] bankrupt. Directly untenable and operationally unsustainable. The Alan Du Pont critique?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: Again I can just say that I think we've got a good debate running at the moment. It is a debate that is necessary. I welcome it. I think there are different points of view. Some of them have set themselves at the extremes of other views. To me there's middle ground in this, and I would remark on what our Minister has told us. He said this is not a debate about either/or; it's about and and and. And I think the task of the Defence Force and Army is to providing options to government across a whole range of capabilities, and that's what we seek to do.

QUESTION: But will you stand up and say that the notion of defence of Australia first is somehow passe in a world where state on state warfare seems less likely than the sorts of terrorist warlordism things we're seeing now from New York to Bali?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: I think the defence of Australia is our primary responsibility. It's the thing that we must be prepared to do. But I do acknowledge that Army and the ADF is involved in other types of activities. Our government expects that of us, and we must be prepared to provide them options.

QUESTION: Does that mean that we should continue to put our resources and our money into sea/air gap thinking? Or should we be thinking about Army going further afield, defending Australia beyond Australian shores?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: Isn't an issue about balances. It's a balanced force, it's about providing those options that government might require of us. And, as we've seen over previous years, that's involved us going further afield. Army has been involved in Rwanda and Somalia and Cambodia, and we've been able to provide, I think, credible options to government from forces that are designed to do both defence of Australia and other activities, either in the region or further afield.

QUESTION: Do those other activities, do you think, should include training Koppasses, General? Do you think that's an area the Army wants to get back into? Or do you think that's taking things a bit too far?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: That's an issue for government. We currently are not conducting training with Koppassus. We'll wait for government direction on that.

QUESTION: General, do you believe we've got benefit out of the closer relationship we had with the old ARBRI [phonetic] in the 90's? Did we get results for that?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: I think that we did get some benefits from that. We are still conducting some training with ARBRI. We have ARBRI officers here and we have some of our officers in Indonesia. I think that's constructive. 

I think the operations in Timor showed the value of the relationship that we had with ARBRI. So, yes, I do think we got some benefit from that and I think we'll continue to get benefit cooperating with ARBRI as they seek to professionalise their force and as they seek to play a positive role.

QUESTION: General, you said that this issue is a matter of balance, this [indistinct] issue. And you said that, you know, under the old - under the current doctrine there were credible options available for more distant deployments. If it's a question of balance, do you think the balance needs to be shifted significantly in any way at the moment?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: I think we're about right. I think there are some changes that can be done, and to me it's a question of the margins. I think we have a balanced force. I think the movements that we're making towards joint forces, our ability to work together, and particularly the work that's coming out of headquarters AST [phonetic], increases that degree of balance and our ability to work together. And I think that's a very positive movement.

QUESTION: Even Paul Dibb is saying that the Army probably needs a seventh battalion and others are talking about pushing it out further than that. Maybe up to as much as 10 battalions. Where do you think - how much more expansion does the Army need?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: I enjoy hearing other people say that the Army should be bigger. I'd like to be a little more disciplined about it and come up with solid arguments that we can both progress inside Defence and then take forward to government. And, really, I'm not in a position to make those arguments yet. I'm encouraged by the debate, and will be developing a position.

CHAIR: We'll take one more question, please. 


QUESTION: General, is it being a bit too cynical to say that Alan Du Pont's in the khaki-ed corner and Paul Dibb's in the Navy/Air Force corner?

LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: I wouldn't want to accuse the press of being cynical. I think both blokes are putting forward some pretty positive ideas.

QUESTION: Funny, that actually was a description I got from this side of the pond. 


LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: Well, I think they're both putting some pretty good ideas forward. And it really is that point. It's not either/or. It's about and and and.

CHAIR: Ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much. 


LIEUTENANT GENERAL PETER LEAHY: Thank you. 


* * End * * 
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