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E&oe____________________________suicide bombers, casualties, length of conflict
Journalist

Senator Robert Hill joins us now.  Senator thanks for your time.  An Australian Middle East expert who we’ve spoken to from time to time, I know he’s very well known to many Australians now Amin Saikal, is saying today that the role of our Special Air Service troops has made them an obvious target now of suicide bombers.  What’s your view?

Senator Hill

Well I don’t think any more so than any of the coalition forces really.  To be frank they – why did he say that?  How did he distinguish that from other elements of the force?  

Journalist

He was saying that because Australia’s forces have been operating in western Iraq destroying Iraqi missile sites that therefore they were more likely to be targeted in his view.

Senator Hill

I think the most likely targets are those that are easiest to target which would probably be around the cities.  The one that occurred the other day at a checkpoint where there were large crowds mulling around and it’s difficult for the force elements to properly manage the crowd situation.  I respectfully disagree with him.  I don’t think our Special Forces are any more likely to be targets.  They obviously have to now take into account the possibility of suicide bombers, which they’ll do so, but they are very good at their job and I’m sure they’ll do that effectively.

Journalist

Did the initial strategy take account of the extent to which suicide bombers might play a part in this conflict?

Senator Hill

Well certainly we’ve, we factored in the possibility of unconventional conflicts and suicide bombers are part of that within the Middle East area.

Journalist

So that was actively discussed at the time of the strategy being put together?

Senator Hill

You’re taking me back some months.  What I’m saying is that generally all of these factors are canvassed.  The possibility of this type of thing at war was certainly canvassed and the possibility of other terrorist organisations, or terrorist organisations that do utilise these techniques feeding off the conflict was at least discussed.

Journalist

And what strategies were put into place to deal with that or to equip our troops to handle that?

Senator Hill

Well basically, there’s not foolproof strategy for that type of attack in those circumstances.  You know we saw the tragedy in relation to the Australian journalist.  Basically it would seem that that was an attack at a Kurdish checkpoint that intended to kill and injure the Kurds, and the Australian journalist doing his job, a cameraman, in effect walked into it.  You simply - the forces are simply aware of this possibility.  It’s now occurred so it’s reinforced the awareness and they seek to be even more prudent but in some circumstances of their work, it’s extremely difficult.  You know, taking prisoners for example, they will still treat prisoners humanly but they don’t know if one of those prisoners has explosives attached to them.

Journalist

All these questions now come to mind, Senator Hill, not only to mine but to everyone else’s mind, given that we now have the US leaders and we also have you yourself over the weekend admitting that the US-devised strategy clearly under estimated the response of irregular Iraqi forces.  If that’s the case, there is now sort of a sense of disquiet that perhaps we have gone into this conflict not as well prepared as we might be.  What’s your feeling?

Senator Robert Hill

I think that’s overstating it.  What I was really saying is that the, certainly the focus or the hardest element was believed to be the Republican Guard which are the best trained, best equipped forces and the Special Republican Guard.  It’s been my impression that those elements were seen as the greatest challenge rather then the unconventional component, such as the militia and other such groups and those who are going to use terrorist tactics and the like.  So certainly forces going into that environment are trained to be aware of the possibility and to be able to cope with all of these various circumstances.  And I don’t suppose there’s any conflict that’s ever gone quite, you know fully in terms of the expectations.  So that was my impression that I stated over the weekend.  And it’s still my impression.  But it doesn’t mean that the forces are not equipped to deal with that particular threat.

Journalist

Did you have that impression or that sense back in, during the early planning stages?  And if so did you raise them with your counterparts in Washington?

Senator Hill

The impression that I’ve had has been that the greater challenge for our forces would be the Republican Guard element, but of course that challenge is still to come.  It might be, in the end it might be demonstrated to be case.  I didn’t see as much emphasis placed on, for example the role that the militias were likely to play within the smaller towns and cities.

Journalist

So it was an Australian government underestimation as well?

Senator Hill

Well if you want to put it that way.  You know I’m not trying to say we’re better informed then other parties in the coalition.  

Journalist

No but it’s about the - we’re trying to establish here the preparedness or the game plan, the war game as it’s been described by Washington, trying to establish how well prepared that game so to speak was?

Senator Robert Hill

They’re extremely well prepared.  There’s no doubt about that.  But you rely on the best intelligence that you can get and that’s what was done.  And you prepare to meet a range of different threats based on those intelligence assessments.  And what I’m saying to you, quite frankly, is I think the part that’s been played by the militias for example is a little greater than what was – than what I recall anyway, being anticipated.  But that doesn’t mean that they’re not prepared to meet that challenge.  They’re obviously prepared to meet the unexpected as well as the expected.

Journalist

Minister Hill does it not now seem that we’ve become involved in a war, the dimension of which we didn’t fully understand before we signed up?

Senator Hill

No our task is to disarm Saddam Hussein of weapons of mass destruction and we’re on track to do that.  I think that  you look at the areas of the conflict that have proven to be more difficult than some might have expected, but you should balance that against the really quite extraordinary achievements that have been made in a very short period of time.  Securing the southern oil wells with less then a dozen fires and within a few days was a tremendous achievement in itself.  The extent to which, the short period it took to get the major elements of the force to the outskirts of Baghdad was far shorter than had been anticipated.  Although we hate to see any civilian casualties, we really have been able to achieve a minimum of casualties which has been our objective and some might argue at a cost in terms of the military options.  So basically the north is reasonably stable as well.  The Turkish issue that was being blown up last week is being managed.  There are far fewer refugees then we’ve ever anticipated.  So in terms of a military operation, in many ways, it’s going better than many of the so called experts had expected.

Journalist

And yes but in the meantime, newspapers particularly today are publishing front page images of children bleeding and distressed from coalition fire.  How many of these images are you prepared to see on your paper, Senator, before your commitment to this strategy wavers?

Senator Hill

Some of those photos relate to explosions, the source of which is still in contention.  But I’d have to concede there will always be some civilian casualties no matter what efforts you make to minimise it.  What I’m saying to you - and I hate to see them.  Again I’m prepared to be frank about that.  Anyone who doesn’t hate to see them, I think has got something wrong with them.  But I do believe the forces have made every effort to keep them to a minimum and I do believe they’re actually achieving that goal.

Journalist

Senator Hill will we be out of this by Easter?

Senator Robert Hill

Well the best advice that we have that in terms of warfare this shouldn’t be a long conflict.  

Journalist

I don’t know how long long means these days …

Senator Hill

I know it’s all relative isn’t it?  And I think it would be unwise of me to try and put a time frame on it.  What I said to you is that in terms of the objective, which is to disarm Saddam Hussein, and that’s really - that’s recognizing that can’t be now achieved without replacing him - that considerable progress has been made in what is really a very short period of time towards that goal and the momentum is continuing that direction.

Journalist

Out of it by Christmas?

Senator Hill

Oh well we’re playing games now aren’t we?

Journalist

No I’m just trying to find an upper limit.  I mean as Defence Minister you must have an upper limit as well in your mind I’m sure which where you say to yourself and your cabinet colleagues, look we think we can’t afford to be in this longer then xyz.  I’m just wondering what xy and z are?

Senator Robert Hill

We’ve had, we’ve obviously had advice from the specialists on these subjects and as I’ve said to you the advice has been that this should not be a long war.  But it’s always been caveated too in terms of whether weapons of mass destruction are used a- nd we’re still facing up to that possibility as we get closer to Baghdad - and that’s why I think everyone is reluctant to try and put a strict timeline on it.  We would like to see success in terms of disarming Saddam, in as short a period as possible with a minimum number of causalities.

Journalist

Thankyou for your time today.  We’ll talk again soon I hope.  Thankyou.  

ENDS
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