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JOURNALIST:

Robert Hill as we’ve heard a number of those SAS troops from the first group into Afghanistan, now of course all back, were decorated today.  What can you tell us?  What’s your understanding of the action they were involved in?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well they were decorated for bravery and for leadership and it was good to see it was a range of different ranks also.  And really I think they were representative of the whole of the force.  In particular, there was the major battle that they were involved in which they were very significantly out-manned and out-gunned and how they survived and ultimately went on to win the battle is truly remarkable.

JOURNALIST:

They were the soldiers receiving their awards typically laconic, playing down to some degree the action.  How do you rate the action they were involved in, in terms of our military history?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well it’s exceptional.  It’s just not the prejudice of an Australian really.  You’ve only got to listen to our coalition colleagues who also found their performance absolutely extraordinary.  And of course the fact that we saved lives of our allies has also substantially enhanced their standing in the eyes of those allies.

JOURNALIST:

Now the SAS are all on their way home from Afghanistan.  Are they now being prepared, on standby to go to war, to a possible war in Iraq?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well they’re sort of all on their way back.  The third rotation will start to move out of Afghanistan soon and as we’ve said earlier, we hope they’ll all be back for Christmas.  And what we would like them to do is to focus on having a good time with their families.  We’re very conscious of the period of separation of our forces and we’re pleased to be able to get them back by Christmas.  What further tasks they might face in the future is really for the future.

JOURNALIST:

Yes you say they haven’t been tasked yet but these are the troops the Americans would like us to deploy aren’t they if there were a war in Iraq?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well there’s no secret as I’ve already indicated of the high esteem in which they are held by the United States and other coalition colleagues.  But don’t underrate the estimation of other parts of the ADF as well.  The whole force is regarded very highly.  

JOURNALIST:

The Prime Minister though last week clearly set the perimeters for any Iraq commitment.  It would be seen as comparable to Afghanistan.  That means the SAS but no greater troop involvement does it not?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

You might be reading a little too much in it, into that.  I usually say when people ask me those questions – because we don’t want to speculate – perhaps one should look at what we’ve contributed in the past to conflicts in the region, the latest being the war on terror.  Earlier the previous conflict with Iraq, the Gulf War and the like.  It gives an indication of the sort of capabilities that are regarded by coalitions as particularly useful in this type of conflict.  

JOURNALIST:

Well that’s of course true.  But what seems to have been absolutely ruled out now, although you didn’t rule it out earlier this year, is the possibility of sending in a brigade of Australian troops.  In terms of troops on the ground who may do fighting, w What are we talking about?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well I think once before you asked me would we have the capability to send a brigade, an armoured brigade if I remember rightly.  And I said we would have that capability but I couldn’t imagine that we would be asked to send them or that they would be going.  I think it’s those sort of capabilities already in considerable supply in that region of the world.  In relation to, I’m sorry I missed the last bit, the forces?

JOURNALIST:

We would no longer even consider sending that many troops to Iraq?  It seems to me that if Afghanistan is the model, we must be talking in terms of troops on the ground of the SAS but not for example a brigade.

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well I don’t think it’s so much the issue of the number of troops.  It’s the capabilities that are particularly needed.  Those that are in short supply and certainly Special Forces are always in demand but so are assets such as transport, in-air refuellers, amphibious capabilities.  Our ships have capabilities that our allies don’t have and so one could go on.  It’s those niche capabilities that are particularly in demand.

JOURNALIST:

It seems though that what the Prime Minister is saying is pretty much right in terms of troops on the ground.  We’re talking about SAS, the niche capability for those fighting on the ground?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well I – see I don’t – you’re asking me to interpret his words, and I’ve told you what I think he means.  That a reasonable guide to the sort of niche capabilities that might be requested in the future – and that’s very hypothetical – could be gained through looking at the niche capabilities that we’ve been asked and have provided in the past.

JOURNALIST:

All right.  We’ll move on.  You’re making a significant speech tomorrow expanding on the so-called pre-emptive doctrine that you’ve talked about before.  First of all what is it that you understand by this idea of pre-emption? 

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well I’m really looking, this is for an audience of lawyers, and I’m looking at the challenges that face policy makers when dealing with the United Nations that was based on a totally different threat scenario.  It was the conflict between states.  Now our challenge is humanitarian issues, it’s global terrorism and that sort of thing.  And I’m looking certainly in part as to how the doctrine of self-defence might relate in those circumstances.

JOURNALIST:

In this case the doctrine of self-defence refers to pre-emption.  I mean as you said in a speech on November 7, you talked about circumstances where it might be appropriate to take action to deal with threats before they occur.

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Yes, the UN charter permits self-defence but again it was drawn in a fairly restrictive way because it was addressing conventional conflict where there were long lead times and much greater transparency.  The issue now is how you define self-defence in an environment of unconventional conflict, non state parties, weapons of mass destruction, global terrorism.  And whilst anticipatory self-defence has always been permissible, clearly this new environment requires a more liberal definition of self-defence to be meaningful.

JOURNALIST:

The more liberal definition, what does that mean exactly?  I mean can you give us a concrete example for where the more liberal version of that – more liberal version of pre-emption might actually come into play?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well that’s part of the problem, I don’t think you can.  You’ve got to address the particular facts circumstance as it develops.  Each facts circumstance is unique.  And principally the states parties will interpret the divisions primarily to provide for security of their personnel and their interests.

JOURNALIST:

Well lets look at the principle in practice in the case of Iraq.  Would a preemptive strike against Iraq be justifiable?  

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well the trouble with asking me that hypothetic question is that it leads to further speculation that this is likely to occur at a time when our emphasis is on the peaceful solution.  You know we’ve finally got the Security Council to meet their responsibility.  They’ve passed the appropriate resolutions, the inspectors are moving in.  We want Saddam Hussein to end his program of weapons of mass destruction but we would like to do it under the auspices of the United States and to do it without further armed conflict.

JOURNALIST:

But it is a critical question though because we know for example that George W Bush has said that a pre-emptive strike against Iraq, in the past he says this anyway, would have been justifiable because they had developed weapons of mass destruction or so the United States tells us, because they have links to terrorists.

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well I think the United States standing up on the issue in part has lead the Security Council finally to meet its responsibility.  But if there is a breach, a material breach, that will be referred back to the Security Council and I think it’s better to look at it on a step by step basis.  The first step is to give the inspectors the opportunity to carry out their task and hopefully, as I’ve said, Saddam Hussein will recognise that this international coalition, really the whole of the international community that demands that he end this weapons program and destroy the weapons of mass destruction that he has is the desirable way to go.

JOURNALIST:

Would you agree though that the war on terrorism is evolving into a broader campaign to secure all weapons of mass destruction in states which the West would regard as unstable or dangerous?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

I think that the war against terror is evolving in a sense that we’re moving beyond the, in fact the headquarters of al-Qaeda out into operational areas across the world as we’ve so sadly seen in recent times.  And I think also in addressing this new threat scenario, policy makers are focusing more on the potential of weapons of mass destruction.  And I think one must consider the possibility – which may have been considered unbelievable in years gone by – that terrorist organisations could and would use weapons of mass destruction.

JOURNALIST:

In the case of Iraq though, the CIA itself has made the assessment that the most likely scenario for Saddam Hussein to give weapons of mass destruction to terrorists, is if it were under attack from the US.  

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well I’ve read that.  I don’t – I really don’t understand it.  I think the important thing is if Saddam Hussein doesn’t have weapons of mass destruction, A: he can’t use them himself against his neighbours or his own people as he’s done in the past, but secondly there’s no chance that they will fall into the hands of third parties.

JOURNALIST:

But isn’t there  - the CIA director George Tenet in a letter to Senator Bob Graham, and he’s saying – we’ll this is what he says in part “Baghdad for now appears to be drawing a line short of conducting terrorists attacks with conventional or chemical or biological weapons against the United States,  But should Saddam conclude that a US lead attack could no longer be deterred he probably would become less constrained in adopting terrorist actions”.  In other words, you could see a self fulfilling prophecy if the United States attacks Iraq, he might give weapons of mass destruction to terrorists.

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well, you know again this is very hypothetical and although I’ve seen that report I’ve never seen it verified.  And I think my point is still sound that if Saddam Hussein doesn’t have weapons of mass destruction, then there is not an issue there of concern.

JOURNALIST:

The issue of concern is as George Tenet is expressing it, is that if you attack Iraq Saddam Hussein may give weapons of mass destruction to terrorists and therefore they’ll be used.  Precisely the thing they’re worried about.  What could happen as a result of – potentially – as a result of American policy?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

But the facts are, we believe and we believe we’ve got good reason to believe it, that he has weapons of mass destruction and he’s continuing to develop those weapons.  We don’t know exactly how he intends to use them in the past, but he has form.  He’s used them against his own people.  He’s invaded his neighbours.  If you look at the British paper put out recently they believe he still has regional aspirations.  Whether he'll use those weapons in the future in some sort of regional conflict we don’t know. Whilst the risk is there, whilst the program is there the risk is there.  We want to remove the threat and the whole of the international community says we’re entitled to have the threat removed and we’d like to see it achieved through peaceful means.

JOURNALIST:

Look at it just a little broader in relation to the pre-emptive doctrine which you’re talking about tomorrow, which you’ve already talked about.  Then here’s a scenario that I put to Henry Kissenger two months ago.  Pakistan already has nuclear weapons.  If there were another coup in Pakistan and Islamists Generals took over, under the pre-emptive doctrine we might very quickly find ourselves at war with Pakistan because they have weapons of mass destruction and they’re in control now, in the control of a government which we don’t trust. 

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well again that’s very speculative.  But I think the point you might be making that it’s not an easy time for policy makers when in defining self defence you’re looking at an environment, the current environment which is very different to that to which the rules were designed for.  And furthermore an environment, a strategic environment that is changing so rapidly.  But ultimately in providing that definition, a state has got to be judged on how it defines it and there has to be a real threat.  There has to be a real reason.  It’s never been in dispute that you have to wait until you’re attacked before you’re entitled to respond, to utilise the option of self-defence.  The issue is how you define appropriate circumstances in today’s very unclear, unsettled strategic environment.

JOURNALIST:

But the dangerous thing here is the unforeseen consequences of changing a set of rules on which the world has operated for some time.  You say things have changed and of course you’re right.  But where is the notion of pre-emption stop? And I put to you another case. Syria for example has the largest and most advanced chemical weapons capability in the Middle East and it has ballistic missiles to carry them, it has a track record of association with terrorism.  Now does Syria become the next enemy after Iraq?  Where does this stop?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well I think you’ve got to look at a range of different aspects.  You know the same question has been asked in relation to the distinction between weapons of mass destruction in Iraq and nuclear weapons in North Korea.  Saddam Hussein has form.  He has used weapons of mass destruction already on his own people.  He is clearly further developing that program.  He clearly has further regional aspirations. On past occasions, because of the strategic importance of that region, other parties have been drawn into that conflict.  In other words, I don’t think you can just look at the weapons program.  I think you’ve got to look at the total suite of circumstances and basically a state that determines that it is under such threat that it is entitled to retaliate has to stand at the judgment of international opinion.  

JOURNALIST:

One of the points here, looking at the total circumstances, in the Syrian case for example, the reason it’s developed chemical weapons is as a counter force to Israel’s nuclear weapons and the problem is here don’t you have to, in order to rid the world of weapons of mass destruction, confront your allies as well as your enemies?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

The problem is that you don’t start with a clean sheet of paper.  When we started to develop rules for non-proliferation we already had states that were nuclear powered so you’ll find a different set of rules to them.  But  …

JOURNALIST:

And some states which illegally develop nuclear weapons and won’t tell the world that they have them like Israel for example.

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

And to some extent the non-proliferation regime across the world, and it’s very complex, has been successful in retarding the further development of weapons of mass destruction but in some areas it has failed.  And where it has failed we have to look at what other options are open.  In the case of North Korea the emphasis is to seek to address that issue through a negotiated settlement using the major powers around North Korea that have influence upon it.  But that diplomatic response clearly has not worked to date in relation to Iraq because despite ten years of UN resolutions he has not respected those resolutions.  So what the Security Council has done here is, in effect, give him a last chance.  

JOURNALIST:

Finally, the Opposition is focusing today, Kevin Rudd of the Opposition is focusing on the report by Dr Zachary Abuza that they’re up to three thousand trained terrorist sleepers throughout our region.  Now is that the level of the threat as you understand it, that we face in our region now?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

I don’t think that you can put a figure on it.  What we have known and have said for some considerable time is that we believe the tentacles of terrorism have extended into our region.  And we believe that there is significant risk attached in the linkages between al-Qaeda and what might be seen as more localised or regional organisations prepared to use extreme measures.  But the extent of those that might use that against third parties and that may attack soft targets, we really don’t know.  We know a lot more then we knew 12 months ago but as I’ve said all year there is still a great deal that we don’t know.

JOURNALIST:

If the Dr Abuza is right though and if there is that level of threat throughout our region would it be right for us to send troops far abroad when the real threat, the real terrorist threat – and this is the point the opposition is making – is very close to home?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well the first answer is that if the threat is being led from the Middle East then there is a good military argument in tackling the threat at source and that’s basically been on target.  But in relation to a threat that in states with which we have good relations, we believe that the more appropriate response is not so much military but to work with those governments to root out that potential threat.  And so we do that through sharing of intelligence, helping them develop counter-terrorism capabilities, helping detections.  There’s a whole range of different ways in which we can work with regional states.  And through the agreements that we’ve built up with our regional states we are seeking to do that now in a way that hasn’t traditionally been done.

JOURNALIST:

Finally, again it’s something I asked you the last time you were on this program.  Have you now ruled out the possibility of Australian forces actually operating along side Indonesian forces or other forces in the region to root out terrorists on the ground in their countries?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well we would only do that if we were asked.  But what I’ve said is that we do need cooperative responses to tackle this issue within our region.  The US were militarily on the ground in cooperation with the Philippines and whilst I can’t predict the future I do think it’s important that we understand our neighbours better.  Understand their strengths and weaknesses in their capabilities and work cooperatively with them to enhance their capabilities.

JOURNALIST:

So the answer is it has been ruled out by Indonesia if not by Australia.  Is that right?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

Well the answer is as I’ve just given it. 

JOURNALIST:

All right Robert Hill.  Thank you very much for taking the time to talk to us on Lateline tonight.

ENDS
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