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

HMAS Melbourne and HMAS Arunta have now departed from the Middle East and are on their way home, having spent 136 days in the theatre as part of the multi-national interception force.


Now, both ships were stationed in the Northern Persian Gulf as part of the maritime force to block attempts to smuggle contraband by sea in and out of Iraq in contravention of the United Nations sanctions.


While on station, both ships completed a total of 632 boardings, which included 311 non-compliant boardings.  Now this is a significant accomplishment, and one that the captains and crews of both ships should be very proud of.


I'd like to take a moment to dwell on this a little further in order to put the achievement into perspective.  HMAS Melbourne was on station in the Gulf for a period of 136 days.  And of this, 104 days was spent at sea on patrol.  During this time the crew of the ship completed 186 non-compliant boardings, 113 compliant boardings and 16 boardings of diverted ships.  That is ships that have been put into the holding area.


That equates to an average of three boardings a day every day for three months.  It's a remarkable achievement considering that the majority of these were conducted at night on small cargo dhows, each carrying up to several hundred tonnes of cargo.


This rate of effort enabled the crew to intercept 32,000 tonnes of oil and over 22,000 tonnes of dates.  

 
The breakdown of work completed by the crew of the Melbourne is matched and is similar to that achieved by the Arunta.


It's also important to note that the tempo of operations peaked during the Melbourne's last two patrols, with several attempted mass breakouts by the suspected smugglers.


2002 has been a very busy year for both HMAS Melbourne and HMAS Arunta.  Melbourne this year has, to date, spent more than 207 days at sea and has steamed over 34,000 nautical miles.


The Melbourne and Arunta have now handed over their MIFF [phonetic] patrol duties to HMAS Darwin and HMAS Anzac and the ships and their crews will be returned home in the coming weeks for a well-deserved break and the opportunity to be reunited with their families for Christmas.


I'd also like to announce that the tactical control of the multi-national interception force in the Northern Persian Gulf was handed over recently by Captain Peter Sinclair of the Royal Australian Navy to Captain Peter Jones of the Royal Australian Navy.


I turn now to land operations.  As the Prime Minister announced yesterday, and largely as a result of coalition military efforts, the focus of military operations in Afghanistan has shifted towards reconstruction and institution building.  And this has been a common theme of our briefings over recent months.


These efforts are crucial for the future of the country, but do not require the same level of involvement of our highly specialised Special Forces.  Therefore the current rotation to Afghanistan will be complete and Australian Special Force's contribution will return to Australia.


The task group will begin withdrawing from Afghanistan in the coming weeks, with most returning to Australia before Christmas.  The soldiers and their families can now look forward to celebrating a holiday season together after what has been a very big commitment by our Special Forces.


Now as the Prime Minister said, the return is not due to domestic security reasons.  Australia has the capability to respond to any terrorist within its own borders, even with this group of Special Forces deployed overseas.  And you should also remember that the Special Forces deployed to Afghanistan are only a small part of the ADF capability.


The ADF has ample Special Forces elements available in Australia for tasking where their special skills are required.  Now, these include two tactical assault groups, one of which was launched on the east coast in September and is a direct result of government action following the terrorist attacks last year.


As well as substantial Special Forces capability, permanent Special Forces capability which is based on the SAS Regiment and the Commando Regiment, the ADF also maintains a Reserve Commando Regiment which can provide specialist Special Forces back up capability at short notice.


Now these are complemented by the Incidence Response Regiment, which was established as a full time unit after the September 11th attacks in response to chemical, biological and radiological threats.


I'd like to turn back now to Afghanistan and the job our soldiers are doing there, along with other Coalition forces on the ground.  Recent Coalition operations in Eastern Afghanistan, which involved Australian, US and Afghan troops, there was an impressive result in the seizure of significant quantities of ammunition and explosives.


Rockets, mortar rounds, grenades, landmines and other ordnance that could have been used by terrorist to target Coalition forces was seized and have been taken out of circulation.


Australian Special Forces soldiers were involved in identifying and securing a number of objectives during the operation.  It's important to note that the task group in Afghanistan doesn't measure success in the amount of ammunition or weapons it seizes, however the story behind these large hauls in some way reveals how things have progressed in Afghanistan.


During this operation our Special Forces had to deal with a number of villages in the area of operation.  Through the good rapport that had been built up with the local elders, our troops found themselves in a position where local Afghans in these areas were voluntarily handing over cached supplies of ammunition to Coalition forces.  This is significant to us, as it indicates that a certain level of trust between the Coalition troops on the ground and the local population has been gained.


Serviceable ammunition of the types needed by the new Afghan National Army were collected and kept.  Unneeded old and potentially unstable ammunition, including more than 1200 rockets, were destroyed.


There is no doubt that the local population and the Coalition forces are safer as a result of this ordnance being out of circulation.  And the operation is a good example of how the Coalition forces are creating a more stable environment in Afghanistan.


It's important to note that during this operation Special Forces soldiers noted a significant number of landmines in the area in which they were operating.  Most of the landmines sighted were anti-personnel mines dating back to the time of the Russian occupation.  It's estimated that there are over seven million landmines in Afghanistan.  It is the world's most highly mined country.


Ladies and gentlemen, that concludes this morning's update.  Any significant events will be briefed separately.  I'll now take any questions.

QUESTION:
Brigadier, can you say when the SAS troops will begin their withdrawal beyond 'in coming weeks'?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
They'll move out progressively and they will start before the end of this month.

QUESTION:
So next week?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
Before the end of the month.

QUESTION:
How crucial, Brigadier, have the Australian SAS been to the overall operation in Afghanistan?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
The Australian SAS have provided a niche capability.  A very specialised capability to the Coalition forces.  And this has been recognised as important by the Coalition Commanders, by several Coalition Commanders.


The nature of their capability is one that's not necessarily available to the Coalition through the other forces within the area.  That's not to say there are not good Special Forces in most armies, but the Coalition wasn't necessarily configured with all of those capabilities in Afghanistan.

The Australian troops certainly provided that capability, and provided it to a very high standard.


The expression of support for what they've done, by Coalition Commanders at all levels, has been overwhelming.

QUESTION:
The Minister for Defence today said that one of the reasons for them coming home is their job had finished.  But the way he'd described it was that there were no more tier one targets.  Can you give us a definition of tier one targets?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
The SAS are very highly specialised troops and the work that they do is best taken as part of a Coalition main force operation.  That is, operations against clearly identified substantial enemy forces.  Now at this stage in Afghanistan the situation on the ground has changed.  There is a much greater need for forces that can provide an overt obvious presence on the ground, that can establish long term relationships in areas, and that can provide stability for development.  

This is not something that requires the level of specialisation of the SAS.

QUESTION:
Can you give us examples of what tier one tasks are?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
Well their role in that country has been in the area of special reconnaissance.  And that particular role involves them gaining information in such a way that they don't compromise the Coalition, and then providing that information into the Coalition so that subsequent operations can be carried out.  

 Now, clearly those types of tasks are diminishing in the new environment.

QUESTION:
When you tell us regarding the weapons that they recovered, is that a recent operation?  Or were you talking about over the…

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
No, that's an operation that's been carried out over the last few weeks.  And these operations, obviously, take some time.  It was considered to be quite successful.  The weapons captured included over twelve hundred 122 millimetre rockets with their warheads and over two hundred 107 millimetre rockets and large quantities of 82 millimetre mortar ammunition, recoilless rifle rounds, rocket propelled grenades, grenades, small arms, ammunition and so on.  So a significant quantities of ammunition.

QUESTION:
Gentlemen, do you mind if I just keep going with this?  Were these weapons weapons that were held by local militia groups?  Or were they al Qaeda caches?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
Yeah, we don't have the information on that.  But these were cached caches of weapons, and you can only speculate on who might have been their owner and who might be prepared ownership to them.  But certainly they were weapons that potentially were there to be used, either in a definite attack against the Coalition or even into internecine battles within the country.  Either way, the country is well rid of them.

QUESTION:
So could you just give us an idea of what particular region?  Was it in one particular area?  Or was it over…

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
It was in Eastern Afghanistan, so in the mountains in the east.

QUESTION:
Brigadier, the role that the SAS fulfilled in the Afghanistan, the honing of the considerable skills that they have under those conditions, would that - is that very good training for an expanded war on terrorism in the same region?  I mean I'm not trying to trick you at all.  If they were required - if they were required to go to Iraq, is the sort of work they've been doing in Afghanistan suited for that theatre?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
Yeah, look I think it's fair to say that the SAS have learnt a lot in their time in Afghanistan.  And the Commanders there have said to me that the experience there has allowed them to accelerate their learning, particularly in the integration of better techniques that work with some of the more sophisticated weapons systems.


So there's no doubt that there has been a great benefit to our Special Forces from the deployment there.  But, at the same time, I think it's important not to overplay that.  

 
There recently someone asked me, in some amazement, why our equipment had all done so well in the very hot, dry, dusty conditions in Afghanistan in the summer.  To which I was rather amazed and said, 'You've obviously never been to Northern Australia.'  


By the same token, you know, the Australian troops have a pretty good reputation in the jungle as well.  And I think that you needn't get too carried away with any particular environment.  The aim of the ADF is to be capable and flexible so we can go anywhere and do pretty much whatever is required.

QUESTION:
Once the SAS has come home we'll still have a small number of Australian troops there attached to Coalition units, I presume?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
We do from time to time have Australians deployed there who are on exchange to other Coalition countries and who go there as part of a third country deployment.  And recently in the newspapers I think we've seen helicopter pilots and demining experts and so on, all of whom are making a contribution through their attachments to other elements.

CHAIR:
Just one more question.

QUESTION:
Can I just ask one question to clarify?  You mentioned the two tactical assault groups, one of which is on the east coast.

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
Yes.

QUESTION:
Is the other one on the west coast?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
Yes.

QUESTION:
Good.

QUESTION:
Brigadier, that's the one at Holsworthy.

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
Yes.

QUESTION:
Holsworthy and [indistinct].  The second one of the east coast is the one they established at Holsworthy?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
That's right.  It's based on Four Commando Regiment and it's the east coast tag, Tactical Assault Group.  It's responsible for domestic response and the west coast tag is Domestic and International.

QUESTION:
That West Coast one is one of the - is that not one of the troops within the SAS?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
It's formed out of the SAS Regiment.  It would be wrong to say it's one of the troops from the SAS though.

QUESTION:
Don't they have one - they have, whether it's A Troop, B Troop, whatever, they're dedicated for a certain period to that task?  Is that how that works?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
They form the tag at any one time out of the SAS Regiment.  And it consists of sufficient capability to meet the requirement over there.

QUESTION:
Brigadier, you praised, and other Coalition forces praised, the performance of the Australia's SAS over in Afghanistan.  Have they acquitted themselves better than any other - better than their predecessors at all?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
Oh, look, I think the ADF has done particularly well.  You've seen recent praise of the Navy's performance, in the multi-national interception force, in the US press.  And I think that's been well-deserved and respected.  You've seen the 707 crews come back from Kyrgyzstan having had an almost unprecedented reliability rate in their missions, which earnt them a unit citation.  

 
You know, I think that the Australian public expects, and the ADF expects, to be able to provide exceptional performance wherever it goes.  And I think that's the expectation that the public have and that's what we aim to provide.

CHAIR:
Thanks for your time.  Have a good afternoon.

QUESTION:
Can you tell me how many people there are in a regiment?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
It depends on the Regiment.  And it depends on the nature of the Regiment.

QUESTION:
Right.  Is it possible that people will be looking at 10,000 or 500 or…

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
The Regiment…

[Tape ends]
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