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PETER COSGROVE: Thanks very much indeed, Kim. It's good to be talking to you today. Lynne and I are delighted to be with you and I remember from that great address given by Michael that he wondered aloud whether the tactics of old had any resonance in what we see or what we have seen in the last year and the answer is yes, it just happens a bit more quickly so that you get sort of more instant gratification for what might be bright thoughts and months of planning.

I'm going to talk to you today about operations, of course, and about the future of the Defence Force and I'm going to rattle along so that I can leave a good opportunity for questions at the end. 

The title in the speech is Serving the Nation which is somewhat sort of all-encompassing but I'm going to take the next 20 minutes or so talking about the Australian Defence Force, some of the operations we're involved in and the results of our service in the role of defending Australia and its national interests.

There's no doubt that the opening events of this millennium have prompted the Australian Defence Force to reflect on the challenges, the opportunities and the uncertainties that the future may hold and how, as an organisation, we should meet these to keep our country secure now and in the future. 

The salient features of our security environment include the emergence of new and more immediate threats from terrorism, increased concerns about the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and continuing concerns about adverse trends in our immediate region. So these are all in addition to other pre-existing threats. 

Because of this changing environment the Australian Defence Force must be capable of responding to crises across the full range of military operations. Now, we've presently got 3,800 personnel, thereabouts, deployed on more than 10 operations around the world with our people using a wide variety of the skills from war fighting to peace keeping. The sort of skills we're applying include border protection, support to United Nations mandated operations, coalition operations and some national support tasks, to wit our support to the Rugby World Cup.

There's also been an increase in Defence's counter-terrorism capabilities in Australia. Some of you, I know, were concerned that it was three minutes in and I hadn't got a mention of the rugby yet, well, I just did. Maybe more later.

But there has been an increase in Defence's counter-terrorism capabilities in Australia in support of our whole-of-government response to domestic and regional security as required. So in these times of uncertainty and unprecedented change the Australian Defence Force must be many things.

First, combat capable, rapidly deployable, responsive to change and thoroughly professional but all of these intrinsic qualities of our force will be as nothing if we do not possess one vital element: flexibility.

The greater strategic uncertainty that we face means that our emphasis must be on having the flexibility and the adaptability to respond to the unexpected as readily as we do the expected. Who, in a strategic sense, would have foreseen Iraq? Who, in a strategic sense, would have foreseen the Solomon Islands? Going back a few years, who would have foreseen, in a strategic sense, East Timor?

The contributions we make will be tailored for the particular needs of the operation proportionate to the interests of the government and complementary or supplementary to other coalition member capabilities on those occasions when a coalition is relevant. 

Our approach to building a more flexible defence force cannot be scenario or adversary specific, simply it is just too hard to predict, certainly an adversary and even more particularly a particular, specific scenario. A narrow threat-based approach to strategy would be of little utility in such uncertain times. 

Rather, our approach focuses on our military strategic priorities arising from government guidance and addressing the range of missions the Defence Force must be capable of performing. Now, when we do that we base those assessments on four factors: discretion, likelihood, consequence and national interest and all of those, as you might understand them, will have an element of dynamism about them. 

Our primary responsibility is ensuring we are capable of conducting operations where Australia's overriding interests lie. That is, at home, in our neighbouring region and then further afield, by contributing to the efforts of the international community to uphold global security.

So to do those things, in that order, we require a comprehensive suite of capabilities. Fundamentally the ADF is designed for the defence of Australia against a range of plausible albeit, in the most part, currently unlikely threats and when we think of it that way we require a combination of joint capabilities and, in prospect, the invigoration of the whole Australian community.

We are also required to defend Australia and support our region. In that sense, the forces we have must be able to operate in a maritime and littoral environment. We are a maritime nation. 

And we must provide support for ongoing national tasks. This includes sovereignty protection: a patrol boat force, for example; comprehensive surveillance and tailored rapid response elements from all three services. 

And we must think about domestic security support such as the Incident Response Regiment and our specialist counter-terrorism forces. Also, as we saw in events such as immediate post-Bali, air-sea lift and medical support.

Let me now browse a few details of the current operations in which we're involved. As I mentioned a moment ago, presently we have 3,800 troops deployed on more than 10 operations around the world. This includes a little over 800 people deployed in the Middle East on Operation Catalyst. That's what we're calling our operation to help with the rehabilitation in Iraq. 

We still have a significant contingent of about 900 troops in East Timor as part of UNMISET, conducting peace keeping operations for the world's newest nation. And we have a sunset clause on that operation which will see it conclude, on present plans, in May next year. 

A varying number of our people are currently deployed in operations such as Australian border protection and the Southern Ocean fisheries protection. 

There's the longstanding peace keeping involvement in the Middle East: Israel, Syria, Lebanon and in the Sinai region in Egypt. We have a few folk in Yugoslavia and Kosovo, in Eritrea and Ethiopia and two lonely souls in Afghanistan.

We also have military liaison officers in important coalition headquarters and diplomatic missions around the world. 

And, of course, our latest deployment, which started at around 1,500 soldiers, sailors and air men and women, as part of the 2,200 strong regional assistance mission to the Solomon Islands, to restore law and order at the request of our neighbour. Now, that's come down to about 900 or 800 or so in the last few days. 

We called the operation Operation Anode and our Australian Defence Force contribution joined about 155 Australian federal police, 90 Australian Protective Service people and other military personnel and police from places such as Fiji, Tonga, New Zealand and Papua New Guinea. It was an Australian-led operation, it was a police-led operation and the military contingents that are there are there essentially to provide security for the police as they undertake their tasks as well as assisting with the logistics and operational support as required. 

Now, the mission has so far been very successful to the point where over half of our troops are now home or on the way home. 

From my recent experience I can say that our success in recent military operations stems from being able to deploy well-trained, well-equipped, experienced and disciplined military forces. If you apply those criteria - well-trained, well-equipped, experienced and disciplined - to the ADF I think you'll see that we have laid the groundwork for success before any of our present missions became apparent and, I must say, in the post-Vietnam era, as an old soldier, I used to fret about whether we'd be up for the task. 

We'd seen magnificent performances by our kids in Cambodia and Somalia, etcetera, but these were somewhat boutique in nature in terms of the numbers of troops and it wasn't until we were called upon to go forward in strength to East Timor that we got to see the quality of our people and I was most exhilarated to see that the training and the standards had maintained across the years.

There's no doubt in my mind that the ADF continues to be one of the very best trained military forces in the world. Our heritage, our performance in war and our performance and our achievements in United Nations operations and coalition operations over the past decade provide a powerful validation of that fact.

We're also a well-equipped force. I mean, you'll always see much heat and not a lot of light in the media about the nature of our equipments, both big and small. We'd always like to have some more of some capabilities or more modern versions of what we already have in our inventory but what military wouldn't? But we have enjoyed strong public and bipartisan support during the high demands which have been placed upon us over the last few years and the reality, therefore, is that throughout the Australian Defence Force's recent history we have always deployed very well-equipped for the task.

The three services - the army, navy and air force and the border defence operation - are now very experienced in what we need to do and we've been maintaining a high operational tempo over the last few years. Our troops of the three services are seasoned, the leadership is experienced and the defence organisation has a strong record of being able to support the deployment, sustainment, redeployment and reconstitution phases of our operations.

A few words on discipline. There's no doubt that one of the strengths of our defence force is our discipline and I mean that discipline in the strongest or widest sense of the word. 

The achievements of our navy over many years in the Gulf show the navy's ability to achieve operational results well above their weight. They are now highly sought after as being consummate practitioners of sea control in the confined and difficult waters of the northern Persian Gulf. 

The serviceability and mission sortie completion achievements of our air force personnel who are based in Kurgistan, doing air-to-air refuelling for the coalition over Afghanistan, were exceptional by any standard. 

The army's performance in Timor, Afghanistan and Iraq has been outstanding and a special reference, of course, to our special forces in Iraq. 

As you know, they entered deep into Iraq, denying Saddam Hussein's regime freedom of action in the west of the country. Our special forces troops defeated Iraqi forces, interdicted Iraqi leadership leaving through their areas of operations and prevented the reinforcement of Baghdad by Iraqi and volunteer paramilitary forces in their area of operations. The special forces took up their positions during the first night of conflict and, at that time, were among the first coalition elements on the ground in Iraq. 

A few of these brief examples, and there are many more, are a reminder that we do benefit from a professional and disciplined military force. Where issues arise we deal with them thoroughly and learn from our experiences.

There's one other key aspect of our activities in recent years that has helped us with this success. That key aspect is strong experience in coalition operations. We now have a wealth of experience in operations inside coalition force constructs. We have a very mature understanding of the nature of coalitions and how to position ourselves inside a coalition to achieve meaningful roles. 

In the case of Iraq we sent troops who offered specialised war fighting capabilities. Our size and other commitments precluded us from contributing major ground elements, however, we were able, in a very significant way, to supplement and enhance coalition efforts with specialist skills. 

The contributions we have made and can make are substantial and necessary and are much sought after and appreciated by our coalition partners and we will always service our coalition needs but only after we look after the requirements of our defence of our own country and in our region. That will always be our determining preliminary factor.

Now that we are in a new phase in Iraq our experience and flexibility allows our role in the coalition to be successfully varied and I would say that that remains a key to the principle of flexibility and that's applicable to whether we're leading the peace operation in East Timor or as a junior war fighting partner in the coalition in Iraq or in a supporting role for security and logistics in the police-led operation to bring law and order to the Solomons.

But it all comes down to this. Our successful war fighting skill is the reason why Australians make very successful peace keepers. This is based very much on the professionalism of our people and the inherent part of our particular culture in Australia of giving each other a fair go. 

We remain committed to the longest standing peace keeping operation in UNTSO where we've been continuously involved since 1956. While we're serving a useful purpose there we'll remain committed to this and other similar missions. 

We have a long history of being willing and able to assist others around the world to make a more successful peace and more peaceful place for all.

I now move to a conclusion in order to leave time for questions. 
Let me just say there's no doubt that the ADF is currently very busy on a number of operations. However, the important point I'd like to reiterate is the wide range of roles the ADF undertakes. In less than half a year we've moved from being a junior coalition partner in a war fighting role in Iraq to leading a regional coalition again in our own neighbourhood to restore law and order and these roles do not take away from our ability and focus on ensuring that we can meet any domestic and regional security threats as required. 

The men and women I've got the privilege to lead at the moment continue to do an excellent job. We throw a lot of challenges at them but they continue to display a consummate degree of professionalism and are held in tremendously high regard by our coalition partners in all operations in which they are involved. 

I think we could be relieved that they are serving our nation very well and I open the floor up for questions. Thank you.

QUESTION: The first question I had is what counter-terrorism tactics would you have used to win the game on Saturday?

PETER COSGROVE: Well, I remember there was a bit of bio warfare alleged in the 1995 World Cup final, but I don't think I would have gone that far. I just think that we were fortunate to see a titanic struggle, and in the way of all these things, you put the tremendous drama of that game behind you, you savour the result, and you plot revenge starting immediately. (Laughter) 

QUESTION: Thank you. You mentioned about equipment and being well equipped in the general forces. What are the three critical new equipment purchases that you believe Australia would need over the next decade? And are you satisfied that you would get the support from government to buy those?

PETER COSGROVE: Well, we've just gone through, as you may have seen in some of the media, a quite involved process of reviewing our defence capability plans for the future. 

The upshot of this has been that we've underscored the need for a modern air force. Now, I want you to carefully note that the fellow who tells you this stands in khaki, but let me assure you as our top military person, we must have a modern air force capable of meeting our sovereign and regional needs in the next decade or so. We see a general modernisation occurring in the region, and we must remain, if you like, competitive, with modern platforms and tremendously well developed systems. 

Between enhancements to the FA-18, the acquisition of airborne early warning aircraft and air-to-air refuelling aircraft, and better weaponry and better sensors, we are going to have a very modern aeroplane, or a very modern air defence system, segueing into the acquisition of the F-35. Now, this will be a fantastic leading edge combat aircraft. So that was most important.

Acknowledging the potency of air threats, we needed an air defence capability for the fleet. With the upgrade of the guided missile frigates, the upgrading of the Anzac class frigates to give them a bit more air defence, and the acquisition of air warfare destroyers, then we are set to be able to have freedom of action in our own maritime environment when we have to send our shipping, the naval shipping or naval shipping escorting commercial shipping where it needs to go. These are very important. 

And for the last part of it, we look at the army and we underscore the fact that for the nation to have freedom of action and deterrents, it needs to have an army which is somewhat hardened and is able to exist on a quite dangerous battlefield where other people have artillery, explosive weapons and anti-armour weapons in particular.

We've just got agreement for all from government, and I'm pretty content that as we modernise over the next 10 years, the incorporation of some of these modernised or new platforms will be a tremendous thing for a deterrent and strong Defence Force.

QUESTION: Next question is: what are your major issues or areas of concern within the Defence Force that you can admit to, and secondly, that you are adamant that you want to change?

PETER COSGROVE: We are a conservative institution. Part of our great strength is our conservatism and the fact that we do embody a corps of values which are actually the foundation stone of our success, and we've got to somehow manage the retention of these wonderfully strong, valuable, traditional values and modernising our own social attitudes to a point where we are an inclusive, equitable and embracing organisation.

That goes to the composition of the Defence Force, it goes to the day-to-day policies and behaviour of the Defence Force, and it goes towards a fair workplace, an equitable workplace for everybody involved. 

So we've got some social change to go through, but it has to be so carefully managed as to retain clear sight and clear grasp on those wonderful values that actually make us as strong as we are. It's a tricky thing and one which won't be accomplished in a tenure of one CDF or one service chief. It's certainly going to take a number of years to make the transition in a way which brings us forward, but with a clear picture of our roots and our heritage.

QUESTION: Given the rise of terrorism, suicide bombers, et cetera, two questions: firstly, is terrorism working, and secondly, do we in Australia really understand what terrorism is all about and can we cope?

PETER COSGROVE: Terrorism is working tactically - I guess I'll use these military terms because it does terrorise. We are less confident, we are more apprehensive. But it is not working strategically. We are mobilising, we are discovering those inner strengths which have helped us to respond as a relatively young nation to some very significant challenges. We're joining others who have, over the many years, had these tests of their national character on abundant occasions and have themselves responded in a marvellously stoic and determined way. 

Australians are not weak. We will mobilise in terms of our determination and the use of our ingenuity and our wealth to preserve all of our democratic freedoms whilst being protected against terrorists. It's only by being absolutely determined and strategic in our purview of this problem that we will have the victory we must have.

It is working tactically because people do lose confidence about their ability to operate the way they wish to, the safety of their kids, the impact on our own civil liberties of temporary measures to respond to terrorist threats. So there is that tactical impact, but if they were truly strategic, they'd realise they were on a loser.

QUESTION: There's been some commentary that says that there were various political reasons obviously for going into Iraq by the US, and there's further commentary that says Syria's next on the list, and as in "watch this space next short while." Have you got some comments on that today?

PETER COSGROVE: I believe that the issue of Syria is absolutely without foundation. From my point of view, there were unique circumstances around Iraq. Those unique circumstances have now played out, and of course, Iraq needs much more help, and it is a troubled period at the moment. But most certainly there is, in my view, nothing at all remotely similar for any other country. And I hope I can put that one to bed in that simple answer.

QUESTION: There's one other question here. In relation to the - I'm scared to refuse. In the case of recruitment and retention of key personnel and the growing of the Defence Force, are people - is it a net inward movement, net outward movement? How are you continuing to secure key people?

PETER COSGROVE: We've noticed an interesting phenomenon over the last couple of years. I should think that around about the time of East Timor, our recruiting was depressed, so to speak, our wastage was bubbling along in the teens, and we've seen a turnaround now to the point where, apart from specialist young people - those people generally with a long training burden before they get into operational work - apart from those trade areas where we are still looking in every way we can to enhance our recruiting, our general enlistment has been through the roof and our retention, that is, our wastage, has shrunk down to single figures. It hasn't been there for many, many years. We are overjoyed at the low percentage of our voluntary separations.

In the case of air force, it's been particularly low, and around the ADF as a whole, it stands at about 9%, which is an unprecedentedly low wastage rate. We're delighted. And we think that's to do with a sense of national service on the part of the young people, service of the nation. We sense that there's a spirit of doing something worthwhile and having an adventure while you're spending those years. We're also, I think, subtly adjusting our recruiting messages to say, "We don't have to have you for a lifetime, although we'd like that. We're happy to have you for two or three years and we promise you you'll be a better person with great self-esteem and some good skills when you leave."

QUESTION: Questions are flooding in. We'll have to probably put them on the email afterwards. But the other question we had is also: given the always this dynamic between politics and the military, is that real, imaginary, is it more cooperative? And does it mean that we're going to have a drain on our forces for homeland security?

PETER COSGROVE: There's two parts of that question. There's the more conceptual question about the military/political dynamic, and there has to be a dynamic but it should be seen in - while it's a dynamic because ordinary human beings are involved on both sides, it should be seen in this absolute that there is no question that we are an instrument of the Government and we see that very clearly - at my level and my subordinate levels - and I don't sort of seek to proselytise or inculcate junior servicemen and women with these sorts of notions - if they want to know who they work for, it's their immediate boss. And you know, I don't require them to parrot off that they work for, you know, this politician or that politician or even go past the politician and work for the Australian people. Of course they work for the Australian people, but they work for the people through a democratic system. And from my point of view, that has been overplayed over the last few years in public debate. 

There is no question: we work for the government of the day and we work within a framework which means that the orders we receive are those lawfully constructed, lawfully delivered and then lawfully executed. 

What was the second part? You've put it away now? 
QUESTION: Ah, right. No, the second part was: how's that going to affect our homeland security in relation to dispersal of forces internationally?

PETER COSGROVE: OK, I'll try it again. It's the first time I've been asked to talk up, actually. How's that going to affect us in relation to the dispersal of forces for homeland security?

Well, we are going to continue to train and equip, structure the Defence Force for its fundamental task of fighting an aggressor at some future time - hopefully never, but that's what we're organised to do - and adapting for those other tasks as we may. We keep a few specialist units available for near-term challenges to our domestic security, elements of the Special Air Service regiment, and I'd say Australians would be well served to sleep easy in their beds knowing that those young men are vigilant and well trained.

And of course, the Incident Response Regiment, which is against the ghastly and, I hope, remote possibility that somebody would introduce a chemical weapon or a biological weapon in a terrorist act against us.

In any event, those are our specific responses, and we also have some wonderful reservists around the country who have volunteered to take some appropriate training to take on protective duties should their be a heightened terrorist alert, the sort of thing that would enable trained policemen and women to go about their policing rather than having them standing guarding places. So that's the sort of thing they would do.

Therefore, the military/political dynamic doesn't actually apply. They would be called out in the normal way to go and protect an installation, a building, a vital national asset, an airport, for sake of argument, if ever that was necessary.

QUESTION: I'm getting more riding instructions than you probably have. The amount of conflicts that we are becoming involved in and the profile that we're taking internationally, would you agree that heightens the risk of an attack in Australia, and is that - we've all been told that it will happen, so we've been informed. Is that real? What's your assessment of the situation? And do you think there's a timing issue in any of these?

PETER COSGROVE: It's the easiest thing in the world for a terrorist to pick out, or even not pick out, a reason why you should be attacked. You could equally substitute a specific stated reason by some terrorist group, generally after the event. As the scenes of carnage are being shown on television, somebody will come forward and point out why you've been attacked. And you could say that it would be because you are who you are, you operate the way you do, you hold the values that you do, your values are seen to be antagonistic or antipathetical to theirs. So I really feel that it's a bit facile to be allocating particular events or acts that have heightened your profile. 

We presumably will always operate as we have in the past because our values have been affronted or invoked by some situation. And to - for us to say, "Well, therefore, if we never do those actions which respond to affronts to our values, we must be OK then." And I think the moment we succumb to that we're starting to lose, and lose in a very significant way. We are diminished, we start to shrink into ourselves, to be Australian is a somehow a less proud thing to proclaim than it was before.

So while I think all those national interests ought to be paramount in anything we do, our values are a hugely important part of our national interest. (Applause) 

QUESTION: Now, I understand that Peter Fitzsimons is apparently going to be doing your biography - not of your football career is my understanding - but in relation to your military career, is one of the tenderers to that. And he's going to be looking back over the years that you've been with the military. What would be the top three things that you would like to be remembered for, not posthumously, but currently?

PETER COSGROVE: Well, I'm not having a biography done, Pete. You're not out there, are you? He's a wonderful biographer and very good company, but I'm not having a biography done. But if I was and if I was to be talking to a biographer, I would struggle to find three things that I could wax eloquent about.

Getting married - it's not just because my wife's here (laughter and applause). I mean, it's just a tremendous thing to take on the rest of life's journey with a partner you couldn't thing of being away from. And then, you know, you're blessed with kids, and that's always got to be hugely more important than whatever else you do by way of your career.

But that said, I have to say that being a husband and a father has been tremendously important in making me actually a better soldier and a better commander. And I feel as if it's given me proportion and a sense of, a huge sense of my own fallibility that I think is very important if you make - having to make big decisions.

Making the choice to go into the army I suppose was a fateful decision and one which I thought I'd really got wrong for probably 18 months, two years after I'd joined and was going through my training. And of course, standing at the brow of HMAS Jervis Bay as it was at the end of the INTERFET mission about to pull away from the dockside and take us back to Darwin as the last elements to leave - virtually the last elements to leave from the international intervention there before it became a UN operation, this was a very important moment because, with great satisfaction and a huge amount of relief I was able to say, "Well, we did our best and it's worked out pretty well."

QUESTION: Ladies and gentlemen, thanks to Lieutenant Peter Cosgrove (sic). 
(Applause) 


