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TRANSCRIPT


CPA     273/05
Monday, 7 November 2005

DOORSTOP: CHIEF OF DEFENCE FORCE DISCUSSES DEATH OF SPECIAL FORCES SOLDIER

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL ANGUS HOUSTON: Ladies and gentlemen, good afternoon.  I want to read a short statement:

It is my sad duty to inform you today of the loss of one of our Special Forces soldiers in the Middle-East area of operations.

The soldier was killed as a result of a vehicle accident that occurred during a training activity for future routine support operations in Iraq.

His colleagues administered first aid, however he died at the scene of the accident.

The family have asked that his name not be released at this point in time.

As I have stated previously regarding Special Forces activity I would rather not give specific details of the location or type of training that was being undertaken at the time of this tragic accident.

Our focus at this time is on providing support to the family and friends of the deceased soldier; our thoughts are with them at this very difficult time.

He was an extremely popular soldier with a wealth of Special Forces experience.  He enlisted in the Australian Defence Force in 1981 and served the nation on operations in the Sinai, East Timor and Afghanistan.

His experience, leadership and significant achievements within the regiment was recognised in January this year when he was promoted to Warrant Officer Class 2.  He was one of our finest soldiers.

His death is a sad loss for the entire Australian Defence Force community and is deeply felt by all those who had the privilege to serve alongside him.

We will of course conduct a full investigation into this accident, and I’ll now get the Chief of Army, General Peter Leahy, to just give you a few more details about the soldier.  Thank you.

GENERAL PETER LEAHY: He was a soldier of enormous experience; trusted and respected by all in the regiment and all that came across him.  He’s the sort of guy that the SAS makes; he’s the sort of guy that we respect so much for their commitment to their regiment; to the Army and to the nation.

He was quiet and controlled, just as you’d expect of a senior NCO of that much experience; someone that soldiers of the regiment sought out; they wanted his advice; they wanted to learn from him.  It makes it all the harder to miss such a man.

At the moment our thoughts and our prayers are with the family and with the regiment.

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON: Okay, we’d like to take a few questions, but can I say, given the gravity of this situation I just want to take questions on the loss of this soldier.

QUESTION: How old was he?

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON:
He joined in ’81, I can’t give you his precise age, and he had been with the Special Air Service for 17 years.


QUESTION: Can you tell us what country this occurred in?

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON:
Unfortunately, because of the sensitivities of our involvement in the Middle-East, I can’t give you the exact location.  I’d like to be able to do that but unfortunately there are some sensitivities about the location.

QUESTION: Can you tell us how he died?  How did he die, I mean what was the process?

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON:
Look, I don’t want to get into the detail, we’re talking about a very difficult time for the family.  It was a vehicle accident, they were doing some advanced tactical drills with the vehicles and unfortunately there was an accident.  And that’s as far as I want to go on that.

QUESTION: Where was this man from – which city in Australia?

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON:
Look, I can’t share that with you at this time.  What we will do, as the family are in a situation where they’re happy for us to release all of that detail we will do so, and I give you that undertaking.  The only reason we’re not announcing it now is because we want to observe the family’s wishes.

QUESTION: When did this happen, and does he have children?

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON:
Yes, he does have children, and the accident happened, Australian time, last night.

QUESTION: When did the Prime Minister learn of it?

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON:
The Prime Minister – I briefed the Prime Minister on it early this morning.

QUESTION: [Inaudible] release details, Sir, but can you speak to how dangerous training activities to Special Forces can be?  I mean is this – this is obviously a shock but do they typically train in dangerous circumstances?

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON:
Look, our Special Forces are very good because of the high quality of their training and their attitude to that training.  As you all know they give a hundred and ten percent in everything they do, and they believe that they can only be as good as they can be on operations if they give it their all in training.

So training is very demanding and training does have risk, there is no doubt about that.  Unfortunately, despite the best intentions, all the precautions in the world, sometimes that risk comes home to hurt us, as it has on this occasion.

QUESTION: Can you say when he left Australia for this training exercise?

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON:
I’m not across that detail.

QUESTION: What’s the inquiry process, how will the inquiry be conducted into his death?

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON:
What we will be doing is we will be doing a formal inquiry.  As you know we have undertaken to do commissions of inquiry into the future but the legislation is not in place at this time to do that.  But we will be doing something that basically is as close to that process as possible.

It will be some form of formal inquiry convened by the Vice-Chief of the Defence Force.  And I’ll take one more question and then we’ll call it…

QUESTION: What kind of vehicle was it that he was…

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON:
I don’t know, Ian, I don’t have that detail.

QUESTION: Can we ask you a question just about the broader legislation that Defence Minister, Robert Hill, has raised about some changes and possibly streamlining bringing the troops out in the event of a terrorist attack?  Is it…

AIR CHIEF MARSHAL HOUSTON: I’m not here to talk about that today, I came here with a very sad and difficult task, I think I’ve fulfilled that.  So thank you very much and we’ll keep you up to speed with all the detail as it unfolds.

Thank you very much.

*          *          End          *          *
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