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TRANSCRIPT 10 DECEMBER 2002

MEDIA BRIEFING – BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS
BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Now ladies and gentlemen, good morning.  It's good to see many of you who I know well, and for those of you I haven't met, it's good to see you here this morning.  Thank you for coming.


It's a pleasure for me to be able to share with you this morning a sense of the range of operational experiences faced by our Special Forces soldiers in Afghanistan during the past 12 months.


Now you will recall the first Australian Special Force troops entered Afghanistan 12 months ago on the 27th November.  Now a year later, the Special Forces task force is withdrawing from Afghanistan and preparing to return home next week.


And what a great deal has happened during these past 12 months.  I would summarise our involvement in Afghanistan by saying that the assigned mission has been largely achieved.  The task of removing the Taliban Government and disrupting the al Qaeda organisation and operation in Afghanistan is complete.  Afghanistan has a new interim Government.  The extensive al Qaeda training facilities have been destroyed; the Taliban leadership removed from office; and the al Qaeda leadership either destroyed or driven from its sanctuary.


Afghanistan is now a country which neither harbours international terrorism nor provides refuge to international terrorists.


I must however make the point very strongly that, while our specific and focussed military mission has been achieved, the reconstruction and nation-building task confronting the Afghan Government and its people is only just beginning.


I'm able to report to you today that the United States Military Command Authority in Afghanistan has now largely completed what they term Phase Three Operations which, in essence, were almost wholly security and war fighting operations, to work now on Phase Four Operations which are focussed largely on national reconstruction and nation-building activity.


In response to the operational achievements and the changed nature of the security situation in Afghanistan, the Australian Government took the decision to withdraw the Special Forces Task Force while continuing to support the wider War Against Terrorism by leaving naval and air elements still engaged in the Middle East.


As our Prime Minister said last month when announcing the withdrawal of the Special Forces, this decision was based on the fact that the particular skill sets Special Force soldiers bring to security operations were no longer the principal tool required in Afghanistan.


From here on, Afghanistan requires different skill sets, more directly focussed on reconstruction and nation-building.


In short then, our Special Forces have done their job.  They've achieved their mission and it's now the business of others to commence the long path to national reconstruction in Afghanistan.


Our Special Forces have now ceased operations and will return to Australia next week to be home by Christmas.  The precise details of their arrival are still being finalised but I know that you will be informed in good time to allow coverage of the public welcome home activity.


Let me turn directly now to the activities of our Special Forces in Afghanistan during the past year.  In late November last year, we deployed a Special Forces task force of approximately 150 soldiers to the Middle East to join a United States-led coalition in the War Against Terror.


The coalition consisted of forces from 22 nations including troops from some of our traditional allies including Britain, Canada, New Zealand and France.  Our Special Forces Task Force was not the only ADF element deployed.  As you know, we had Royal Australian Naval ships and aircraft from the Royal Australian Air Force engaged in the supportive operations which the Americans termed Operation Enduring Freedom.  And the Australian involvement in that operation was termed Operation Slipper.


The Special Forces Task Force was supported throughout the operation by Hercules transport aircraft from the RAAF and I'd like to acknowledge here the effort of those Australian air crew.


Let me just walk you through a couple of maps and photos to refresh your memories of Afghanistan and the sort of place that it is.


You'll all be aware of the borders of Afghanistan with Iran here and the Pakistani border running up the eastern side.  Next slide:  Just drilling down into the country, the national capital, Kabul.  I've got another slide showing some more detail of this in a moment.  Down at Gardez, Ghazni, Kandahar, the southern city down here, Lashkar Gah, which I'll mention in my brief.  And the Iranian border down in this area here, and Pakistan running up the eastern side.


Next slide:  The old Russian air base at Bagram, the town of Jalalabad which is on the main route out of Afghanistan into Pakistan, Kabul, Gardez.  These two red dots here are the location of the Tora Bora Mountains which was the scene of an extensive bombing campaign early in the operation.


Operation Anaconda of which I'll speak this morning, conducted here, Kandahar.  Sergeant Andrew Russell was killed down here in the Helmand Valley, down near the Iranian border.  And forward operating base, Rhino, down here to the south of Kandahar which I'll talk more about in a moment.


Okay, next slide:  Just a couple of slides here to show the terrain.  This is just a typical shot of the border area near Pakistan.  These mountains covered in snow during the winter and desperately dry during - and blisteringly hot - during summer.  Perhaps some of the most difficult terrain that I have seen for the conduct of military operations.


Okay, next slide:  You can see the sort of water courses that run through the area.  This for short periods of the year is flooded.  Next slide:  Some of the desperate challenges of civil engineering for road construction, keeping the transport system flowing is always a challenge.


This next slide, I think, is wonderful.  Next one.  Another comment on transportation in Afghanistan.  Okay, next slide.


The Special Forces task group deployed by air into a remote desert airfield in southern Afghanistan codenamed 'Rhino'.  This was our first deployment.  This isolated airstrip to the south of the southern city of Kandahar had been a node for the export of opium.  And the funds from the opium had been channelled at least in part into the drug business, into the - sorry, into the business of terrorism.


So we had an opium business operating through this airbase at Rhino and the money from that opium sale was being channelled into terrorist activity.


Rhino was occupied by the Australian Task Force together with our United States Marine Corps allies on the 3rd of December last year.  This was the first firm foothold that the allies had in Afghanistan.


Activity to that point had been focussed on very small groups of US Special Forces and intelligence agents working with the Northern Alliance, mainly up in the north of the country.


The US Marines were formed into a battalion-sized force with a brigade headquarters.  Our task force joined this Marine Corps force and worked under the tactical control of the Marine Corps Commander.


Now I'll just digress for a moment and describe to you how the command of Australian soldiers works while they were engaged in coalition operations.


At all times, Australian soldiers remain under the full command of Australian officers and the Australian Defence Force.  We have insisted on this probably ever since the time of Breaker Morant.  Our forces, under Australian command, and they are then tasked to provide support to the foreign coalition commander.


We invariable appoint a senior Australian officer as the national contingent commander and you will recall that Brigadier - now Major General Ken Gillespie - and then Brigadier Gary Bornholt in succession held that position of National Contingent Commander.


The National Contingent Commander has as his principal task the responsibility for assessing the missions assigned to Australian forces and, where tasking falls outside the Australian Government guidance, he will reject the task and negotiate alternate arrangements to ensure our troops and our government is not compromised.


The deployment to Rhino was followed by an intense period of patrolling out from the airfield in order to establish whether there were any al Qaeda or Taliban forces in the area which might threaten the coalition base.


Our patrols provided the Marine Corps force with eyes and ears well away from the base and gave them a high degree of confidence that they would not be subject to a sudden and surprise attack.


Throughout this period, the SAS patrols reported a constant flow of information on al Qaeda and Taliban movement along the key road routes and along the Helmand Valley.


On the 21st of December, the task force together with the US Marine Corps force deployed by road and air up to the city of Kandahar.  It's the key centre in the south-east of the country.  Here it was important to maintain close liaison with the Northern Alliance forces and the two local commanders in particular, one of whom was Hamid Karzai who you now know to be the President of Afghanistan and the other, Sharzai [phonetic], was the other factional leader.


SAS patrols were involved in the co-ordination of forces in ensuring the best possible intelligence was available to senior coalition commanders.


Once Kandahar was secure, an operating base was established at the airfield and for the next few weeks an operation was mounted from Kandahar to exploit a number of key sites, many of which were known al Qaeda or Taliban training areas and mounting facilities.  One in particular near Lashkar Gah was a residence owned by Mullah Omar.  This facility was known to be a training facility and was fully exploited by elements of our task force.


These operations entailed the surveillance of the facility, testing for chemical and biological agents in the area, and the recovery of documents and other evidentiary material which would prove useful in affecting arrest and prosecution of terrorists using the facilities.


Large quantities of arms and ammunition including armoured vehicles were found, reported and either destroyed or recovered.  It was during this period in January last year, while patrolling north of Kandahar, that one member of an SAS patrol trod on a landmine causing very serious injury and leaving the young soldier with the loss of part of his foot.


His patrol was, at the time, engaged in the identification and subsequent destruction of a large weapons and ammunition cache belonging to al Qaeda and Taliban forces.  Something in the order of 15 tonnes of ammunition was destroyed in that particular operation.


I'm pleased to be able to report that this young soldier has recovered from his injuries and, while his mobility is impaired, he continues to serve in the SAS regiment.


Now a month later, after this incident on the 16th February, Sergeant Andrew Russell was killed in a tragic landmine incident well to the south of Kandahar during a patrol of the Helmand Valley down towards the Iranian border.


Several days after the incident where Sergeant Russell was killed, a major intelligence breakthrough showed that a large al Qaeda force, which turned out to be predominantly Uzbek fighters, was concentrated to the north of Kandahar in the lower Shah-e-kot Valley.  

 
On 20th February, the Special Forces Task Force deployed to the old Russian Air Base at Bagram, about 70 kilometres north of Kabul.  Several days later, the majority of the task force deployed to the southern end of the Shah-e-kot Valley in what became known as Op Anaconda.  At that time the task force had transferred from supporting the United States Marines to supporting the 10th Mountain Division, which was commanded by General Hagenbeck.  

 
We were fortunate in this regard.  General Hagenbeck had served in Australia and knew Australians well.  He served a two-year exchange posting here as a young officer.


Now, I briefed you on many of the details of Anaconda in the days immediately following the event, and I don't want to go over old ground but, just to refresh your memories, the area looked like this. I'll show you a series of slides here.  

 
The next slide: The operation took place here just to the south of Gardez and to the south-west of Khowst.  You'll remember the Tora Bora area was just in here.  Kabul.   

 
Okay, next slide:  This is an aerial shot taken looking from north to south.  Pakistan is well out here over on the left-hand side.  This is the Shah-e-kot Valley in here.   The main al Qaeda concentration was in the floor of the valley, and I'll show you this more clearly in a moment.  

 
This is the whale feature.  Of particular interest is this spur line here where most of the Australian troops were operating throughout the operation.  And a number of aircraft crashes, which I'll refer to in a moment, were along this foothill area along here.  But that's the Shah-e-kot Valley looking from north to south.  


Okay, next slide:  This is looking now from west to east.  Pakistan is behind those ranges.  This is the valley floor in here.  The smaller whale feature.  The feature on which the Australian forces were operating.  The town of Marzac [phonetic] and Sher-kankle [phonetic], which were central to the operation.  It was in this location here that the first aircraft, the CH47, went down.  And you will recall that there were about 30 United States military personnel survived that crash.  They were engaged throughout the day by a large force of al Qaeda that were trying to get to this crash site.  

 
And it was Sergeant Bouileau [phonetic] and his patrol, who were up on this feature here, that were calling in air support throughout the day in order to ensure that this particular group of downed US servicemen were protected.  And the al Qaeda were unable to get through to them during the day.


Okay, next slide:  This is another shot again looking to the south-east.  This is the whale feature here.  Our troops were operating along this feature.  And there were a number of valleys, quite sharp valleys, leading up into the major Hindu Kush range here, which were known as the rat lines through which the al Qaeda were withdrawing.  And they withdrew from this operation.  Those that survived the operation, withdrew out along these rat lines probably towards the Pakistani border.


Okay, next slide:  Now, following Operation Anaconda, we conducted a rotation of the force and replaced the task force with a fresh group of soldiers.  This second rotation became engaged almost immediately in a series of reconnaissance and surveillance operations in the Paktia and Paktika provinces on the border with Pakistan.


Could we just have the next slide, thanks?  This is the Pakistani border, the purple line running down here.  Pakistan.  Paktia and Paktika provinces and in particular the Taraki Valley, of which I'll speak in a moment.  Important for Operation Condor.  Kabul just to the north here.


An operation of particular interest during this period was Operation Condor.  On 16th May, while patrolling up the Taraki Valley and conducting a reconnaissance of a defended position, our patrol came under heavy fire.  The patrol withdrew, but continued to receive heavy machine gun fire and RPG fire as they moved back down the valley.


A larger force of SAS soldiers, which was being held in reserve as a quick response force, was reacted from the nearby town of Khowst.  As this relief column of heavily armed vehicles approached the Taraki Valley, they too were engaged by heavy machine gun and recoilless rifle fire.


The column pressed on up the valley and returned fire and called for air support.  A combination of fire from the relief column and the air support allowed the column to rendezvous with the isolated patrol, which had been engaged by fire earlier in the day.


The entire force then withdrew down the valley under continued air support and applying the fire from their own weapons systems.  The force withdrew from the area and prepared for a more deliberate clearance operation which later involved British forces.


During the time it operated in eastern Afghanistan, the task force found the relationship with the local people was becoming a central pillar of the operation.   In particular, working in cooperation with the emerging and embryonic Afghan military force was of importance.  

 
I'm pleased to report to you that this group of Special Forces soldiers were as successful in their relations with the local people as other recent examples such as Timor, Somalia and Rwanda.


I never cease to be amazed at the compassion and generosity of spirit shown by our young soldiers to those in desperate need.  


A further rotation of forces was effected in early August, by which time the Americans themselves had rotated the 10th Mountain Division with the 82nd Airborne Division, and we continued to work in support of that very fine division for the remainder of our time in Afghanistan.


Now, during the last few weeks, although the intensity of patrolling was maintained because there is an ever-present threat of al Qaeda returning into the area, it became clear that our special skills were not in the same demand as they had been throughout the year.  The task group had done its job and it was now the turn of others to begin the serious business of national reconstruction.


In summary then, Australia was the third nation to respond and place combat troops on the ground in Afghanistan.  We maintained a Special Forces Task Force on continuous operations for 12 months and made a significant contribution to the coalition operation to unseat the Taliban Government and render Afghanistan a place where al Qaeda could no longer prosper or operate.


We have made a positive contribution to the alliance and to the security of Afghanistan.  A number of senior US Commanders, including the President of the United States himself, have spoken highly of the work done by our soldiers and the contribution made by Australia to the War Against Terror.


Our troops have been engaged in a deadly serious business for the last year, and proven again that they're well-trained and well-equipped and well-suited to this type of operation.  

 
The end of operations in Afghanistan should not be seen as the end of the fight against terrorism for Australia and our coalition partners.  This is the type of operation which is likely to be fought over a long period of time, during which victories may be hard to see while reverses may be highly visible and public.


And for now I'll be pleased to see our soldiers return safely to their families for Christmas, and we can all be proud of their achievements.


What I would like to do now is just show a short video where I will just talk you through the activities that are taking place.  It shows the demolition, only a couple of weeks ago, of an unexploded bomb which was found quite near an Afghan village.  And I'll just talk you through that.


Bear with me while I adjust the technology here.  

[Video begins]

UNIDENTIFIED:
Well, what was happening was that we had some patrols out in fairly isolated areas…

BRIGADIER LEWIS:
It gets clearer you'll be pleased to know.  Okay.  

UNIDENTIFIED:
…had been bombed 20 years previously by the Russians.  One of the bombs had not exploded and had actually been slowly sliding down a hill, a rather steep hill above the village, and over time the actual locals had attempted to dismantle it.  It was very unstable. 


We then assisted in security and cleared the village.  The Americans laid some charges and we blew the bomb in place, therefore removing the threat for the village.

UNIDENTIFIED:
Just tell us how Australia's operations in Afghanistan are helping to make the country a safer place?

UNIDENTIFIED:
Just by our presence out in these areas.  We are denying threat forces the ability to operate in this area and, by our presence, any [inaudible] forces.  We then set [inaudible] units like this American explosives ordnance team to move out into the village and remove these threats, like unexploded bombs, which are fairly prominent throughout the whole area.  And also mines, which are causing casualties amongst the local population every single day.

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
This is the patrol moving out to the site of the UXB.  You can see the dreadful threat that these sort of ammunitions present to kids running around in this sort of situation.  We'll zero in on the team that was doing the demolition job on the bomb in a moment.


This is one of the members of the American explosive ordnance team.  This is one of our people here, and the American explosives guy preparing the charges.


[explosion]


And that's the result, 250lb bomb.


Okay, ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much.  I'd be very happy to take your questions.

QUESTION:
Can you talk about your impressions of the way these people [indistinct] conduct themselves?  Are there any particular incidents that stand out in your mind [indistinct] where that shows through?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Not in particular, Ian.  It's an ongoing thing, almost a daily engagement between our patrols and the locals.  They become engaged in providing local support to schools that need things doing, or heavy lifting done.  Not entirely the repair of the schools but those sort of tasks which enable the local community to try and get their lives back together.  


I can't be specific of any major projects, it's been unlike Timor where there were specific projects undertaken.  We're not up to that phase in Afghanistan, that's probably going to start now with Phase Four.  But clearly relationship with the locals is the key to a success in an operation of this nature.

QUESTION:
How do [indistinct] language overcome?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Several ways, we do have some people that have a smattering of Pashtun or Arabic, but in the main it was done by hiring local English speaking Pashtuns.  That proved to be the most successful way of running the difficulty of language.

QUESTION:
Is there any [indistinct] of locals who were trying to run campaigns themselves, instead of al Qaeda?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
We were engaged with the Afghan military forces extensively throughout the period of our engagement there.  So to that extent, yes, if that's the point of your question.  


You are aware that not long after the establishment of the Interim Government an Afghan military force was established.  The training - the ongoing training of that force is still underway but, yes, we did operate with those forces episodically throughout the period.

QUESTION:
Is there any provision for our people to return, assuming if the worst comes and the situation reverts, could we go back?  Would we go back?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Well that would be a decision for government.  The decision's been taken to come home at this stage.  There would be altogether another decision process for that.

QUESTION:
In you mind, what is the prospect of our returning to Afghanistan?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
I'm reasonably optimistic at this stage.  The back of the al Qaeda structure has been broken in that country and, while there are still remnants of al Qaeda that we know to be particularly in the border regions - some on the Pakistani side of the border - I don't believe that they will be able to pose a significant threat to Afghanistan in the future.


That of course is one of the great challenges for the Interim Government and the new Afghan military force, and that's why so much attention is being paid to preparing that force and making sure it can do its business.

QUESTION:
[indistinct]

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
I'm not sure where you got that particular message from, we are particularly well equipped with communications and I'm astonished actually at the level of communications that we're able to achieve, they were very good.

QUESTION:
[indistinct] Anaconda [indistinct].  Did the ferocity of that ambush surprise you, given the amount of intelligence that you would expect the American [indistinct]?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
It certainly surprised me.  I don't know whether it was dependent on the amount of intelligence that the Americans had, but the ferocity of that engagement was surprising.  They were inserted into an area where, in quite close proximity, there were substantial numbers of al Qaeda.  The American company involved came under fire - intense fire - that lasted for many hours.  It went through the, largely through the hours of daylight and several hours into the evening, during which time as I recall the American company lost nine killed and some 15 or perhaps 20 wounded, I'm not precisely sure of those figures now.  But it was a significant engagement.

QUESTION:
[indistinct] come about?  I mean, in this day and age you'd expect a landing like that in broad daylight, it's a little bit, um, [indistinct]

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Yeah.  I mean you would always be trying not to have a situation like that develop but intelligence is not a pure science.  As you know there is a large amount of art involved in that particular pursuit, and you can't get perfect situational awareness, no matter what wizardry you have available to you, no matter what technology is available, it is not possible - and you would be foolish to think - that you can get perfect situational awareness.

QUESTION:
[indistinct] at any stage you came close to getting bin Laden? [indistinct]

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
I believe, certainly during those early weeks of the operation around the Tora Bora area, that there was a high probability that bin Laden was in the area.  But further than that I can't, and I won't, comment.

QUESTION:
Do you think he escaped up one of those valleys that [indistinct] shows?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
No, as I say, I'm not going to comment further.

QUESTION:
Did the experience of the SAS troops provide good training for them if they are to be committed to war against Iraq?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Um, there's two issues there.  Um, the issue of the war against Iraq, set that aside.  The operation in Afghanistan certainly provided a wealth of operational experience for the soldiers in the regiment.  As you know, the SAS regiment has been maintaining a fairly high operational tempo for the last couple of years and we now have a large group of soldiers with a good deal of operational experience, yes. In particular, operating in a coalition environment was very valuable.

QUESTION:
What about [indistinct]?  What percentage for the regiment was there?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Oh, a substantial percentage, I won't go into the detail but the vast majority.

QUESTION:
[indistinct] similar in the terrain that they experienced in Afghanistan compared to temperatures and terrain in Iraq for example?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Um, I don't know, that's a separate issue.  The issue of Iraq is a separate issue.  Um, in Afghanistan the range of temperatures, the range of the mountains, the intense cold of winter, the searing heat of summer, those things test both men and machines to the full.  It plays with your electronics, it plays with the machinery and obviously it has a high impact on the human beings that are involved.


So I think operations in Afghanistan have been extremely taxing from that point of view.

QUESTION:
What shortfalls in terms of the sort of equipment and weaponry [indistinct] had prior to the operation in Afghanistan [indistinct]?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Nothing in particular.  We are maintained, as you are aware, at a very high degree of readiness.  The regiment has, for many years, maintained high degrees of preparation for operations, and so the issue of equipment shortfalls and so on is not such a big deal for us.


I was very pleased with the range of weapons and equipment that we had prior to deployment, I'm still pleased with it now …

QUESTION:
[indistinct]?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
There have been some odd niche buys that've been made but nothing particularly to change the focus of the regiment.  We haven't had to go off and buy vastly different weapon systems to what were already in our hands.

QUESTION:
Given the increase in the tempo, have we got enough special forces soldiers in the Australian Army?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Yes, I think so.  It has been a period of intense operational tempo, as you say.  It requires careful management to make sure that our people get the necessary rest and recuperation that they need.  But we have been able to do that.


The raising, as you know, of a second tactical assault group in the 4th Battalion in Holsworthy has done much to alleviate the pressure on the SAS regiment which was, prior to that, maintaining two of these tactical assault groups.  That was a situation that clearly could not be sustained for any length of time.  


Now that 4RAR [phonetic] is up and running, with a tag, then the pressure on SASR is significantly relieved.

QUESTION:
[indistinct] was tasked with rejecting those tasks that were outside Australian operational guidelines.  Were any rejected at all in Afghanistan?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
None worth spending a lot of time on.  I mean, what happens - just to explain how this process works - it's not a: 'here's a task, we'll accept it or reject it.'  There is clearly some negotiation goes on through time, to ensure that the tasking is continuously relevant, continuously within the guidelines laid down by the Australian Government and by the Australian command structure.


So you hope that you never get to this point where the National Commander has to play a card and say we won't do that.  And I must say that, in the case of the operations in Afghanistan, we never came to actually that point.  So it was always resolved prior to there being some sort of significant issue.  It's a management problem and commanders work it out between themselves.  It's not a big deal.

QUESTION:
What were the key lessons learned from the experience?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Um, I think the principle lesson that we learnt is the challenge of coalition operations.  I mean they are difficult at the best of times.  Now they are easier, I suppose, in the situation of Australian forces operating with the United States, we don't have the same sort of challenges of language that others might have.


We have, in the main, commonality of equipment or systems, where we can actually talk to one another in an electronic sense.  And I think it is a reflection really of the great investment that we have made over many years of training and working with the United States that we're able to put together a coalition operation as successful as the one we've just had. 
But I think coalition operations are always a great education for anyone that's involved in them.


I think the second lesson we have learnt is that we must continue within the Special Air Service Regiment to maintain a balance of capabilities.  It's necessary that you be able to do a number of things, not just focus in on one particular skill set, and I think it is one of the great strengths of the SAS Regiment that they do have the range of military skills which have application in a broad spectrum of circumstances.

QUESTION:
[indistinct] with the Americans, were there any issues there, or?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Well this is the point I was making about coalition operations.  There are always challenges, on a daily basis because, I mentioned, we don't have a language problem.  Well of course you do, there are different terms and different expressions and different doctrines and so on.  So you have to work through those on a daily basis, but there are solutions to those problems and I think we cracked them in every instance where it was important.

QUESTION:
Do you think that the issue of [indistinct] put a bit of work into ensuring it wasn't an issue.  Certainly there were some tragedies involving members of coalition forces.  Was it ever a problem for us?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
No, and that is because precisely for the reason that you've mentioned, that we put in a huge amount of work and effort into making sure that the sort of tragedy that occurred, say, in the case of the Canadian soldiers that were killed as a result of some US air delivered ordnance, didn't take place.


Now that requires an enormous amount of staff work, it requires the closest coordination that I've ever seen, to ensure that there is no possibility of misunderstand of who is friend and who is foe.  Very difficult, obviously, with fast moving aircraft.  There are a range of techniques that are employed to make sure that friendly aircraft do not threaten their own forces, or coalition forces, and we used every means possible to ensure that that happened.  And, mercifully, we were successful in that regard.

QUESTION:
Brigadier, you said the end of Afghanistan shouldn't be seen as the end of the fight against terrorism. Militarily, where do you see that fight progressing?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Um, it's very difficult.  If I was able to crystal ball that, of course, I could become instantly famous or wealthy, or both.  But it is not possible to predict precisely where this is going to go.


The point I would make here is that we are faced with a new phenomenon and I think, for any military officer, there is an enormous challenge to contemplate just how this new phenomenon of the fight against terror is going to manifest itself.


What I can say, as a Special Forces officer, that very clearly special forces have a place - and an important place - in what is likely to become a protracted fight against terrorism.

QUESTION:
Brigadier, what do you put down the relative lack of [indistinct] over the year to, in terms of the SAS, how you've operated?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
I put it down to two things:  the training of our soldiers on the ground and the ability of our officers and senior NCOs to conduct thorough planning.  If you've got those two things in place, if your planning's thorough and your training's good, then you'll be going a long way towards minimising casualties.


Now, I would be misleading to say there was no element of luck in all of this because warfare in any form is a dangerous activity and, clearly, you are dependant in good fortune in many cases.  But what we all must ensure is that the planning process is thorough and the training of the soldiers is comprehensive.  And I'm satisfied that that has been done.

QUESTION:
If al Qaeda was to return to Afghanistan in any large forces, do you think that they could be dealt with by regular troops stationed there, or would there ever be a role for the SAS?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Well, the intention is for the Afghan military forces to be able to manage that particular circumstance.  That's what they're being prepared for.

QUESTION:
So in your mind it's unlikely that the Australian SAS would return?

BRIGADIER DUNCAN LEWIS:
Well if the Australian SAS returned, that's entirely a matter for government, it's not a matter for me.


Thank you very much.


