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AUSTRALIAN TROOPS MAINTAIN PRESSURE ON TALIBAN

Australian troops have taken advantage of the unusually mild winter in Afghanistan to maintain constant pressure on the Taliban.

In the past three weeks there have been a series of combat engagements with Taliban as part of Afghan National Army, coalition and Australian operations in the Baluchi and Chora valleys.

Commanding Officer of the Mentoring and Reconstruction Task Force (MRTF), Lieutenant Colonel Shane Gabriel said the soldiers continued with close-combat operations targeting the Taliban by successfully using all their skills and drills against the insurgents.

“Overall, I think this is a pretty clear indication of the type of operation we are conducting here in Oruzgan Province directly supporting our Afghan National Army counter-parts as they lead the way in taking the fight to the insurgents.”

The MRTF and troops from the Special Operations Task Group have been involved in a number of engagements with Taliban insurgents in a series of ongoing operations since late December.  There have also been several roadside bomb attacks against Australian forces that have not resulted in wounds to Australian troops.

One Australian soldier serving with the MRTF was wounded in these combat operations on 28 December 2008. Private Matthew Pepi has since returned to Australia for ongoing medical treatment and rehabilitation.

“The casualty sustained in the firefight was evacuated while that contact was ongoing and that was only achieved through the prompt and highly professional aero-medical evacuation” Lieutenant Colonel Shane Gabriel said.

That battle lasted two hours and combat imagery from the incident released today shows the intensity of the protracted combat engagement that saw Australian troops fight from quala (walled living compound) to quala.  

Private Matthew Pepi, from the Darwin-based 7th Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment suffered wounds to his lower body.
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In a short bed-side statement before leaving Afghanistan for specialist medical treatment in Germany, Private Pepi said that he was keen to complete his tour.

“I’ll take it step by step but I am hoping to get back for the Spring, for the last couple of months.”

Dedicated to his mates who remain in Afghanistan, Private Pepi says he would be pushing himself to regain his fitness in time for the completion of the MRTF’s tour.

“I want to go back because I am part of a team, I started the job and I want to finish it.” 
Further details of the ADF commitment to Afghanistan is available at http://www.defence.gov.au/opEx/global/opslipper/index.htm
Media note:
Vision of the combat engagement will be fed to the Press Gallery at Parliament House.
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