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CHAIR: Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.  Welcome to our regular update on Australia's commitment to the International Coalition against Terrorism.  Today's update 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 ADF support to the International Coalition against Terrorism.  


I'll begin this morning's update with maritime operations.  HMAS Anzac and HMAS Darwin, along with other multinational interception force units, are 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 sanctions.


Now, the crew of HMAS Anzac has been extremely busy since their arrival in the Gulf, putting into practise the training they've been undertaking in the previous months.


In the short time they've been in the Gulf, the crews of Anzac have completed about 50 boardings, most on smaller cargo dhows.  These non-compliant vessels have tried a variety of passive defences in order to prevent the ship's teams from boarding.


This work in the Gulf has recently been bolstered by the arrival of HMAS Darwin on station this week.  


HMAS Arunta and HMAS Melbourne are currently steaming back to Australia, and are programmed to arrive in their home ports during the next week.  The official welcome home is to be held at Garden Island in Sydney tomorrow for HMAS Melbourne, and will be attended by the Minister Assisting the Minister for Defence, Dana Vale, and the Chief of Navy Vice Admiral Chris Ritchie.


In addition to this, a family day to welcome back the helicopter and flight crew from HMAS Melbourne will be held at HMAS Albatross at Nowra this afternoon.  


Turning to land operations.  Australian Special Forces soldiers continued operations on the ground in Afghanistan this week.   Now recently our soldiers, with coalition soldiers, made a village in eastern Afghanistan a safer place as they cleared a potentially deadly old unexploded bomb from previous conflicts near the remote community.


Members of the Australian Forces Task Group were shown a 275 kilogram bomb during  a  recent patrol after making contact with local villagers.  Perched precariously on a steep hillside above the village, and less than 100 metres from the nearest home, the bomb was a constant source of concern to the inhabitants.  The villagers told the Australians that the bomb was one of many dropped by aircraft in a raid 20 years previously.  A raid that killed 50 people and destroyed or damaged virtually every home in the small community.


A local schoolteacher told the soldiers that since the raid the unexploded bomb had been slipping closer and closer to the village and had moved some 50 metres from its initial point of impact.


The task group organised an American explosive ordnance disposal team, an EOD team, to visit the village and to remove the threat.  The disposal experts decided that the safest course of action was to blow the bomb in place, and so our soldiers worked with the village elders to evacuate the inhabitants to a safe distance as the explosive charges were placed.


There was no damage to the village or its inhabitants from the explosion and, of course, the threat was removed from the village.

 
Now, operations against the al Qaeda terrorists have contributed to a growing climate of security in Afghanistan, and this has enabled aid organisation, de-miners and EOD teams to get on with the important job of rebuilding and cleaning up this country after decades of conflict.


The task force has commenced the long and detailed work with civilian agencies, such as the Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service - that's AQIS - to ensure that their return to Australia is as smooth as possible.


In the coming weeks the task group needs to ensure that all their equipment is properly stowed and clean, that everyone is fit and healthy, that all personnel effects and that their military equipment is free from material such as seeds that shouldn't enter Australia.  For example, this goes right down to the boots, socks, the field equipment, all of which are thoroughly screened by AQIS officials.   Weapons systems, vehicles, camp stores, all need to be vigorously cleaned and prepared.  


Because of the nature of the work that soldiers do and the extended periods they spend living in the field under fairly rugged conditions, this needs to be a very thorough and rigorous process.  


There's also a thorough process of screening and debriefing before return home for the troops.  It isn't simply a matter of getting on the bus and coming back.  


Other preparations include debriefings as part of the mental health strategy, which you'll recall was announced by the Minister Assisting the Minister for Defence on the 20th May this year.  This is to assist our personnel to get back to their home environment as smoothly as possible.  It's important to note that all personnel deployed overseas receive educational presentations and material prior to deployment, and that includes psychological preparation for deployment, separation and return to Australia, and cultural adaptation matters.


The psychological support briefing for deployed personal is a significant component of all deployed and deployment preparations and returns.


Psychological assistance can be conducted in-country prior to personnel returning to Australia or immediately on their return.  The screening is primarily focused on identifying and managing personnel who may require additional psychological support.  But it also aims to facilitate the readjustment process.


Post-operational screening is usually conducted three to six months after an operation, and it's there to ensure that personnel have adequately re-integrated into life in Australia.  In-country support provides the full range of psychological services available in Australia, including critical incident stress management.


Since March this year a psychological unit has been deployed - has deployed a psychological support team to the Middle East area of operations to help out with this important task.


So you can see our soldiers simply don't pack up and come home.  They must prepare both themselves and their kit in accordance with strict arrangements.  Departing from an operation is an important and planned operation in itself.


While all this is going on overseas, of course, the Defence Community Organisation in Australia continues to offer and provide considerable support to the families remaining here.  


Most important behind all of this, of course, is that the soldiers are looking forward to returning home to their families and friends for Christmas.  And we'll of course have a special ceremony to welcome them home at the end of their operation.  And we'll provide some details of that as soon as the dates are settled a little closer to the event.


Before I close with you this morning, I'd like to brief you on parts of an update I received this week from Brigadier Maurie McMahon [phonetic] who, as you know, recently assumed his appointment as the Australian National Commander of the forces deployed in the Middle East area of operations. 


In the short period he's been on the ground, Brigadier McMahon has wasted no time in getting out to meet the soldiers, sailors and airmen in his command.  In Afghanistan recently, he met with US Commanders, who reinforced with how impressed they were with the quality of our contribution to the International Coalition against Terrorism.


He stated that Major General John Vines, the Commander of the Combined Task Group, spoke extremely favourably about personnel and was particularly impressed with the work of the four Australian staff who are embedded in his headquarters.


On his visit to Bagram, the Commander had the opportunity to watch Special Forces soldiers plan, prepare and deploy on operational patrols.  He stated to me that our soldiers in Afghanistan had demonstrated formidable capability, are balanced, sensible and very matter of fact about what is required of them.


Brigadier McMahon also took the opportunity to speak with US Commanders about the withdrawal of the Australian troops from Afghanistan.  He said they understood the reasons for our withdrawal from the area of operations, but they were sorry to see us go.


The impact the Australians have had in Afghanistan, in his view, has been way beyond what would be expected from such a small component of the Coalition.

 
He went on to add that while the Special Forces soldiers now know they'll withdraw soon, they're still very much committed to the job at hand and their morale and motivation is still high.


He also visited the Multinational interception Force, where he again noted that our sailors are being held in high regard by the Coalition ships.  In the Gulf he had the opportunity to spend time with the crew of HMAS Anzac and observe three successful boardings of vessels carrying illegal cargo.


He pointed out and made special note of the fact that the sailors conducting the boardings in the Gulf are drawn from across the ship's company.  That is these are people who do all sorts of other jobs on the ship and that they do the boarding operations as an additional duty.  And he felt that this was pretty extraordinary.  High praise from a soldier, I might say.


All ADF personnel currently deployed on operations around the globe are, of course, still getting on with the job.  And this includes our people in the northern Persian Gulf, the north Australian approaches and air approaches, East Timor, Bougainville, Bosnia, Africa, Afghanistan.  And undertaking a wide range of activities in Australia's national interest.


Many of these folks will be deployed away from home for Christmas this year, and I would encourage all Australians to send a message of support to the troops in recognition of the work they're doing for all of us.


Now, any Australian can contact these young men and women through the 'Messages to Troops' initiative, which is run by Defence on the fax number and the email address which is displayed.


Ladies and gentlemen, that concludes this morning's briefing.  Obviously I'll update you separately on any significant events that occur, but I can now take your questions.

QUESTION:
Is there any firm date that we'll no longer have any people in Afghanistan other than the ones attached to Coalition units?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
I don't have firm dates at the moment for the detail of the withdrawal.  And particularly I don't have a firm date for the welcome home at this stage.

QUESTION:
Since the government put the nation on terror alert at the beginning of last week, has the Defence forces been asked to have any specific role?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
Well, as you know the coordination of the Australian national effort doesn't lie with Defence.  It's very much a matter coordinated by the Attorney-General's Department.  Defence plays an important part in that, and we provide specific capabilities as part of the national effort.


In terms of any specific role: there is no specific role that has been publicly announced.

QUESTION:
How are people getting home?  On the charter?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
I don't know the answer to that at the moment.  I gather that's still a matter that's being planned.

QUESTION:
How many vehicles have we got over there?  Shouldn't they all have to come back too?

BRIGADIER MIKE HANNAN:
Yes, they'll all have to come back.  All of the equipment that goes comes back and obviously it all has to be, for the most part, air-lifted back.  So it's a substantial operation to withdraw from the operation.  It isn't just a matter of jumping on the bus and zooming off.

CHAIR:
If there's no more questions, ladies and gentlemen, thanks very much.
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