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MEDIA DOORSTOP FOR RETURN OF EXPLOSIVE DETECTION DOG SABI
Check against delivery
BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:  Afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much for coming. As you're away, Sabi, who is a 10‑year‑old female black Labrador explosive detection dog has returned after being missing in action in Afghanistan for 14 months. Sabi was separated from her Special Operations task group patrol on 2 September 2008. That was the same operation in which Trooper Mark Donaldson won his Victoria Cross. 

So Sabi's was recovered by a US Special Forces soldier who was aware that the Australians had lost a dog. The initial veterinary checks of Sabi indicate that she's in good health and particularly considering the 14 months she's been in the wilds of Afghanistan. I'm happy to take your questions. 

QUESTION:
What do you know about where she's been and who's been feeding her and looking after her?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



Yeah, we don't really know what's happened since she separated on 2 September until she was recovered a week or so ago.  

QUESTION:
What are you trying to find out? Where was she?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



We assume she was somewhere in Afghanistan. She was recovered in the north‑east part of Oruzgan Province. There's nothing to indicate that she'd been outside Oruzgan Province but it's speculation.

QUESTION:
But she's been well fed and looked after?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



From the veterinary checks she's in very good condition considering the 14 months she's been away.

QUESTION:
(Inaudible) tell it was Sabi?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



They have a computer chip in them, much like most domestic dogs in Australia, and that's confirmed her identity and one of the trainers who trained her in the early part of her career happened to be at Tarin Kowt and effectively recognised her instantly when she came in. 

QUESTION:
Explain how the dog became separated from the patrol in the first place? I understand it was a rocket that hit close to a vehicle and it fell out and tried to get back in contact with the patrol?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



The battle on 2 September 2008 was a fairly major contact. There were nine Australians who were wounded on that day. The patrol was caught in a particular position and really had to conduct a fighting withdrawal and as I understand it a rocket exploded close to the vehicle that Sabi was in. She jumped out of the vehicle. She followed the patrol, as I understand it, for some distance to an evacuation point but then became separated. 

QUESTION:
It must be a bit of a morale boost for the troops over there?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



I'm sure it's a great boost for them. The handlers and the diggers more broadly, I think, develop quite an affinity for these animals. They're really part of an important part of their safety net and it's just a great story to see one of them come back in after being missing for 14 months.

QUESTION:
Is it fair to bring animals into ‑

QUESTION:
When you say that she's an explosive detention dog, I'm just wondering if you can explain, I realise there are some security around this, but basically in layman's term what her role is over there and other dogs like her?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



These dogs effectively have a great nose for explosives. They go for an extensive training program, which is around about five months, before they're deployed on operations and they work with our soldiers on patrol and really providing another method of detecting what is a major threat in Afghanistan, the improvised explosive device.

QUESTION:
How many dogs have we got over there?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



I'm not going to divulge that but there have been a number of dogs deployed and we'll continue to do so.

QUESTION:
Will she return to work?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



Sabi's 10 years old which I understand is getting to the latter part of her career. Her real challenge now is to be well enough then to go through the quarantine processes so she can return to Australia and I expect that she will be retired. 

QUESTION:
And who looks after her when she comes home?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



I understand the protocol is that her original trainer gets the opportunity to take her when she's retired and I think he's indicated he wants to look after her. 

QUESTION:
The dog's handler was wounded during the ambush.  

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



Yes, he was. 

QUESTION:
What's his condition now?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



I understand he's recovering very well.

QUESTION:
Is he back (inaudible)?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



I haven't got that information.

QUESTION:
And the dog was located last Friday so was the announcement of finding the dog to coincide with Mr Rudd's visit? 

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



No, in fact that was sheer serendipity. We needed to make sure that we had all our facts straight and as it occurred, and as you know, the Prime Minister's visit wasn't sort of flagged before he went over there and it's really just an accident. 

QUESTION:
Can you confirm that shortly after the ambush Sabi actually returned to a forward operating base and was shot at and shooed away by Afghans?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



I'm not aware of that.

QUESTION:
How extraordinary is it for a dog to have gone missing for 14 months in Afghanistan to return?  Like to me that seems like pretty slim odds.  

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:
They're very high odds, I would have thought, yes. 

QUESTION:
Is it fair to bring dogs into such a dangerous combat situation?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



The Australian Army has had animals working with it over much of its history. You'll recall obviously Simpson's donkey in the First World War and animals have supported Australian soldiers in many centres of conflict.

QUESTION:
Is it nice to, for a change, be able talking to a very interested media obviously about something that's quite (inaudible)?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:



I mean this is obviously a great story and we're very pleased that we can share it with you.

QUESTION:
Is it believed that the dog was kept as a pet over this time or has it been fending for itself?

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:


We really don't know what happened in the intervening periods but for the fact that it's in good health I think indicates that someone has probably looked after it. 

QUESTION:
And have the soldiers over there indicated that it's still got a nice temperament, it hasn't sort of been toughened up by being out in there in the wilderness? 

BRIGADIER BRIAN DAWSON, DIRECTOR GENERAL PUBLIC AFFAIRS:
We've had no indication of that. From the photos I've seen, as you've seen, she looks like a normal healthy black Labrador. Anymore, okay, thanks very much. Thank you.
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