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DOORSTOP INTERVIEW, CHIEF OF JOINT OPERATIONS, LIEUTENANT GENERAL MARK EVANS
 INCIDENT IN AFGHANISTAN
Russell Offices, Friday 13 February 2009

E&OE
LIEUTENANT GENERAL MARK EVANS: 
In the early hours of yesterday morning soldiers of the Special Operations Task Group were conducting an operation in Oruzgan Province.
During the conduct of this operation there was an exchange of fire between our forces and the Taliban. Tragically a number of people were killed and wounded during this incident.
Current reporting indicates that those killed include a suspected insurgent and, sadly, local nationals including five children killed and two children and two adults injured.
The injured have been treated an evacuated to ISAF medical facilities for further assessment and treatment. No Australians were wounded in the engagement.
Defence regrets the loss of innocent life. We extend our deepest condolences to those families that are involved. 
I'd like to reinforce that Australian forces operate under strict rules of engagement. We avoid the loss of civilian casualties at all times.
We are conducting an investigation into this incident. That investigation will take some time to complete but the outcomes of it will be made available to the Australian public. 
I'm happy to take any questions.
QUESTION:

Who then, if the rules of engagement are so strict, to try to prevent civilian casualties, how then was it possible that there were five unknown children who were in the vicinity?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

The Australian forces operate in a very complex environment in Afghanistan. The Taliban operate within the civilian community. We do everything we can to avoid civilian casualties and deeply regret the loss of innocent life.
QUESTION:

Were they SAS or commandos in that sort of role?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I don't want to go into the detail of who was involved in this operation. All I can say, that it was the Special Operations Task Group.
QUESTION:

Can you give us any more details about how the children came to be caught in the crossfire? Was it dark? Was there a mistake? 
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

The operation was conducted in the hours of darkness. I don't want to go into the tactical details with regards to the operation. What I can say is that we're conducting an investigation and the outcomes of that investigation will be made available to the Australian public.
QUESTION:

Were they shot dead or was there an air strike called in?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:
I won't go into the tactical aspects of the operation.
QUESTION:

Does it appear that the insurgents may have used the children as shields or anything like that?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:
I don't want to speculate on that but what I can say is that the Taliban operate inside the civilian community.
We're taking every measure we can to avoid civilian casualties. It's a pity that the Taliban doesn't do the same.
QUESTION:

The NATO mission to Afghanistan is already under pressure for the increasing number of civilian casualties. How do you think this incident will play out?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

Obviously it's of great concern to us, civilian casualties, and we're trying to avoid those casualties at all times. It's important that our operations are done carefully and that we do everything we can to avoid civilian casualties.
QUESTION:

Do you expect reprisals or retaliation about this?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I wouldn't want to speculate on that issue.
QUESTION:

Is there a time frame for the investigation?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

The investigation will take several weeks. You need to understand that for us to conduct an - an investigation in Afghanistan, it's a difficult and dangerous environment and it'll take some time to draw the threads together with regards to this incident.
QUESTION:

Is there any capacity for an independent authority to come in and investigate this incident given the number of children involved?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I think the first and most important step we make is to conduct this investigation.
QUESTION:

How old were the children and what were their genders?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I'm sorry, I don't have the age and gender of the children.
QUESTION:

What was the location of the incident, was it the Chora or Baluchi Valley?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I'm not prepared to go at this stage into the actual location of the incident. We have operations ongoing at this point in time and I don't want to compromise those other operations.
QUESTION:

North-east of Tarin Kowt?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I'm not prepared to go into the exact location of where this incident occurred.
QUESTION:

Are our personnel still in charge of the area?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

Our operations are ongoing in Oruzgan Province.
QUESTION:

General, given the scale of this tragedy, is it feasible for coalition troops, including Australian troops, to carry out effective operations against the Taliban given that this sort of tragedy can occur?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

Obviously this is a very complex environment in which our soldiers are placed. They work very hard to avoid civilian casualties. Our rules of engagement are strict and we work at all levels to ensure that civilian casualties do not occur.
QUESTION:

How can Defence ensure this won't happen again?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I can never ensure that such a thing won't happen again but what I can say is we take every care to avoid civilian casualties. As I said, it's a shame that the Taliban don't do the same. 
QUESTION:

Is this worst incident…
QUESTION:

Is Defence looking at compensation for these families?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I think we need to work through the investigation first and then look at those issues. 
QUESTION:

Is this the worst incident involving civilian casualties?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I've got one more question.
QUESTION:

Is that the worst incident involving civilian casualties Australian forces have been involved in?
LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I'm not prepared to go into that right now.
QUESTION:

And can you describe the buildings they were in or the environment that this was…

LIEUTENANT GENERAL EVANS:

I'm not prepared to go into the tactical aspects of this incident. Thank you, that's all I have. Thank you.
QUESTION:

Was it day or night?
REPORTER:
 Night.
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