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CHIEF OF DEFENCE FORCE, AIR CHIEF MARSHAL ANGUS HOUSTON PRESS CONFERENCE ON AFGHANISTAN
E&OE
ANGUS HOUSTON:
Yes, Max.

QUESTION:
Air Chief Marshal, can you give an indication of how much was paid to the families in these act of grace payments?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
No, I'm not prepared to go to the amount, but they're consistent with the ISAF standard, and it's something that we do because honour payments are part and parcel of a culture environment that we're operating in. So, it's an important component of what we do.




Brendan, and then Ian.

QUESTION:
Air Chief Marshal, just to clarify, are you confident that our troops did not cause any of these casualties as a consequence of the subsequent forensic examination? And is it possible that the fragments, the shrapnel, came from the air to ground strike? Or do you know whether it came from a Taliban weapon?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
The report is - you'll be able to have a look at the report on the mortar incident. It's redacted, it's on the net, and it's available to you. 

What you will see when you read that is that the fact that we were not able to observe mission five by the aerial means, meant that we couldn't 100 per cent rule out the fact that we weren't responsible for casualties. However, that particular mortar round landed 60 metres away from the intended target and in an uninhabited area. And on the balance of probabilities, my assessment is that we probably did not kill anybody with that mortar mission.

But we didn't - we didn't actually see it up close. We saw where it landed in a - an ag… I guess, in you know, broad terms, we could see the smoke and we saw that it landed very close to where the missile had gone in, but we couldn't actually see the ground as we had been able to see with the previous missions, because the aerial means was able to basically monitor exactly what was happening.

QUESTION:


And the source of the shrapnel, the…

ANGUS HOUSTON:
The source of the shrapnel, I'm not going to speculate on that. All I can tell you is that shrapnel had no connection to Australian munitions, and I think that's the important thing.

These were people who were - a group of people who had been the subject of injuries sustained from some sort of fire. They claimed it was mortar fire. 

I can tell you that - quite conclusively, that the fragment that came out of the person who was injured, there's no connection between that piece of shrapnel and our munitions.

Now, the only other munitions that were fired that day, other than the air to ground missile, that was observed by us, and it landed in a - an area where there were no other people.

In contrast to that, if you take the rocket-propelled grenade that was fired at us and the 107 millimetre rocket that was also fired at us, they went over the top of the compound where our people were, and they went into an area which was full of dwellings. And in fact the rocket-propelled grenade exploded above the compounds, and the rocket went into that area.

So, on the balance of probabilities, all I conclude is that that was more likely to have caused the casualties than what we were doing.

QUESTION:
Do you have any concerns at all that this highly observed warfare, if you like, new age kind of warfare, where troops are being watched by unmanned vehicles and observers around the place, to make sure that they're essentially observing the rules of engagement - do you worry that that places our troops in increased levels of danger? And what do you say to the troops who argue that the Government and the Defence Force and ISAF are playing down the the number of enemy casualties?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
Well, first of all, if I respond to the last aspect, I haven't played down any of the enemy casualties. I've explained to you exactly, for example, how many casualties our adversary sustained in that 28 day operation that was conducted in a Taliban sanctuary in southern Oruzgan and across the border into Helmand. 

The point is, Ian, we're not in the business of counting the number of people we kill. We think that that's not a way to proceed. If you start to do it that way, people start to be looking towards the number of people that have been killed and, perhaps, it encourages people to add to the total number. We're not in that business.

What we're in the business of doing is, essentially, contributing to the stabilisation of that province, winning the hearts and the minds of the people, and we will act defensively when we're attacked.

Now, the rules of engagement are defensive in nature. It's very appropriate that they're defensive in nature. If we were to give the sort of open slather approach that perhaps we have seen in previous conflicts, I don't think that would be - that would sit well with what our objectives are in the province of Oruzgan. 

What we want to do is create an environment - a more secure environment, an environment where we've stabilised the situation. We have the Afghan authorities prevailing, providing the security and giving development to the community so that they improve the lives of the people who live there. That's what we're about.

QUESTION:
Can you provide further details of what role Australian forces played in the killing of the Taliban leader, Mullah Qasim?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
Yeah. Well, it was - we were operating with a - our Afghan friends. Everything we do now, by the way - I made that point very clear is, everything we do, what the special operations task group will do, we will always have Afghans with us, and we will operate closely together into the future.

In terms of what happened, I haven't got much to add to what I've already said. Clearly, I'm not prepared to expose the tactics that we used in these circumstances, but we were able to effect a very effective interdiction of he and his party while they were moving, and I think that's a great outcome because that individual was the principal leader in the facilitation of improvised explosive devices.

And we've been chasing him for a while, we finally got him. I think it's demonstrates, quite clearly, that if you're a Taliban leader in Oruzgan, you shouldn't feel safe because we are aware of who all the leaders are and we are in pursuit of them and we will continue to go after them to disrupt their operations so we create a safer and more secure environment in the province.

QUESTION:
[Indistinct] in terms of the acts to greater payments that you talked about, how many of those payments have now been made since Australia has been in Afghanistan, do you have a dollar figure, for example, and you declined to talk about the size of the payments in individual circumstances. Could I ask you what the need is for keeping that figure from the public?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
We have paid a substantial number of honour payments now over the period that we've been in Afghanistan. I'd like to get back to you in terms of, you know, how many payments, if I could do that separately. In terms of the amounts, by our standards, they're relatively modest. But I don't want to put, on the record that we paid this much to this individual, that much to a different individual because what we do is, I guess, we undermine the honour payment system. The honour payment system is something that is something between the person making the payment and the person in receipt of the payment and, you know I could probably give you, if you like, a total figure on what the amount, the total amount is and I'd be prepared to put that on the record.

QUESTION:
On that mortar mission which wasn't observed, how seriously do you regard that the breach there or the failure to comply with the rules of engagement?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
Well, the individual who was controlling was a joint terminal attack controller so somebody who is expert in, if you like, the delivery of ordinance from the air. 

The mortar mission was fired in full expectation that the [indistinct] the rounds would be observed. Now the aerial observation covered the target. Cecause of the circumstances that I described in my presentation there was a little bit of miscommunication. 

The actual round landed 60 metres away from the target in an uninhabited area. So, if you like, the aerial means was focused on the target but just didn't include that area, 60 metres to the side. So, I don't see it as a serious breach. 

The individual endeavoured to comply with the rules of engagement. The intent was there but because there was an error, we had the rounds landing 60 metres away from the intended target. So I am very comfortable that you know in these circumstances, the mistake on the balance of probabilities, I am pretty sure that we didn't' have an adverse outcome as a consequence of that mission.

QUESTION:
G'day [Indistinct] in that last incident where the patrol took out the suspected threat that was coming towards them, the person wearing what appeared to be a wire, did they then search the body and find any explosives on him?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
No, it was a very unfortunate incident which we deeply regret but our patrol was facing somebody who had wires coming out of his body and he was asked to stop through an interpreter, he kept coming. 
And he was given all of the usual warnings but he kept coming and intelligence, at the time, suggested that there was a potential for a suicide bomber in the area and they acted in self defence.

It's a very, I mean, you just put yourself in the circumstance, very difficult set of circumstances for a soldier and, you know, they did everything they could to avoid the incident but the individual kept coming. And he was being spoken to, he was being warned in his own language and yet he kept coming.

So, we fully investigated that and the determination is that, in the circumstances, that was the way it turned out.

QUESTION:


What - were the warning shots fired?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
No.

QUESTION: 
What were the wires actually connected to what did he have on…

ANGUS HOUSTON:
I am not aware of - he had wires coming out of his clothing and you know I am not aware - they weren't connected to anything lethal, there was no device on his person(*).

QUESTION:


Chief…

ANGUS HOUSTON:
Yes.

QUESTION:
In the past you've expressed frustration with being able to clear areas and then [indistinct] coming back…

ANGUS HOUSTON: 
Yes.

QUESTION:
You mentioned [outside interruption] operations in the role of the Afghan police, if we actually - is there a pushing back going on and are you holding ground now?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
Well, I think you know. Some of you have been over to Afghanistan and you would know that our omelettes are out there in the communities in the Tarin Kowt bowl. So to that extent, yes, those areas are being held. 

But the operations that the police reserve are conducting with us, that tends to be, at this stage, we've only just started that and we're obviously continuing to do the enhanced force protection work that the special forces do by going after the Taliban to disrupt their operations and to target the leaders and the bomb makers. 

So that's the sort of operation that these police reservers(*) are involved in with us at the moment.

QUESTION:
Can you update us on Afghanistan - sorry Pakistan at the moment on what's going on in Pakistan, following your meetings?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
Yeah, I - well I had a strategic dialogue with General Tariq Majid, he's the chairman of the Joint Chiefs in Pakistan. We had a really good three days with him. We talked a lot about the situation in Pakistan. 

You would be aware that they have a real concern about the Swat valley, what is happening there. They are very focused on dealing with these militants, these extremists, that have taken over the communities in the middle and upper part of the Swat valley.

And they're determined to deal with them. Now, I think this is - you know, I've said previously that I think the response by the Pakistan Government demonstrates a resolve to deal with the issue in a different way from what we've seen before.

And we talked about those circumstances and we talked about, you know, how we might assist Pakistan in its time of need. And I'm pleased to say that I was very pleased with the outcome of the dialogue. We're very open, very frank about all of the issues. I can't talk to you about some of those, but we're deeply committed to deepening our engagement with the Pakistanis. 

You've seen a huge increase in the - in that engagement in recent times, and that trend will continue. And I think it's very important that we address the issue of Pakistan, because as we saw overnight, Pakistan faces very serious threats to the - and, of course, I refer to the suicide bombing in Lahore. You know, that's unfortunately a feature of the threat that they face.

So it's not just the Taliban, it's also other terrorist groups, like LeT, who are active in their community.

QUESTION:
Do you know how many of these mullah bomb-maker type people there actually are in Oruzgan? They've got four. How many more are there out there?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
Well, you saw last year we also captured or killed a large number of leaders. And towards the end of the fighting season, it was quite clear that we had reduced the Taliban leadership to a state of fear about our capability to deal with them, to the point of the fact that their operations became less and less effective.

So, you know, it's a difficult question in that, you know, you capture a leader, or you eliminate a leader, they usually find somebody to replace that leader some time shortly thereafter.

But there's absolutely no doubt that, in my mind, that we are - we are having a very good effect in reducing their ability to engage us in, sort of, small arms attacks. We're reducing their capability to lay improvised explosive devices, which just don't kill our people - kill and wound our people - they also kill and wound the local civilian population, because they're laid on the road and they're totally indiscriminate in their effect.

So I think we are - you know, we're having a very positive effect and this particular leader that I mentioned, the last one, Mullah Qasim, he is somebody who has been - he is the leader in the counter - sorry, in the improvised explosive device business, and the fact that we got him, hopefully, will translate into less IEDs and a safer environment for everybody.

QUESTION:
So is there a list of these people or a wall of shame with the photos and you cross them off as you go or - so how does it work?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
Well, again, we obviously know who we've dealt with. We know who the leaders are. And when we are - when we identify one, we know that we've dealt with them.

I wouldn't characterise it the way you've characterised it, but, certainly, we see the - we know the numbers of leaders that we've dealt with over time, yes.

QUESTION:
Chief, are you able to say whether the IOD operations this man has led has claimed Australian lives?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
I think there's absolutely no doubt that that individual, by the nature of his leadership, by the nature of his expertise, and by the nature of what he's been doing over the past 12 months or so, I think it's probable that there is a connection to the death of - and wounding of some of our people, yes.

QUESTION:


You'd be aware of Kelly…

QUESTION:


[Inaudible Question]

QUESTION:
Sorry, you'd be aware of Kelly Meredith's(*) case against the UK Government too because of the inadequate safety procedures on their RAF Hercules. Have you instituted any review to make sure that Australian equipment - not merely aircraft, but other equipment as well - is as fully capable of being secure and safe as possible?

ANGUS HOUSTON:
I'm - we have done everything possible with… I'll use C-130s. When I was chief of Air Force, we looked at the employment of our aircraft in an environment where we might be shot at. The first step that we took was to put the foam into the wings so that if we took a round, it wouldn't explode. So we did that. And we've also done all the electronic warfare self-protection modifications, so that we can defeat a missile that's fired at us, and then finally, we've armoured the C-130s so that the crews sit in what is essentially an armoured tub. 

I don't know if you've been on one of our C-130s in Iraq, but you'll see, there's armour all around, and - so that our, we've done everything possible, and we also have continuously reviewed our tactics, techniques, and procedures; and those of you who've travelled with us on a regular basis would know, in the early days, that we used to fly in a particular way. 





We now fly in a completely different way. 

That's reflective of the fact that General Evans and our experts in the single service are continuously reviewing the way we do business. And that's what we must do at all times - continuously review what we're doing, never get complacent, never get comfortable. 





Thank you.
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