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DOORSTOP

Liberal Party National Convention

Adelaide Convention Centre

11:00am, Saturday 7 April 2003

E&OE________equipment for Special Forces, WMD, intelligence and Iraq

Senator Robert Hill:

As you will be aware in the Budget we provided funding for the increased Special Forces and the new operational command of our Special Forces.  We now have capability on both sides of the continent and we have the TAG – so we’ve greatly enhanced the counter-terrorism capability within Australia.  

What we’re now announcing is $90 million to basically equip them.  This is the capital component rather than the recurrent costs.  And the Government has, subsequent to the Budget, made a decision to provide that funding to equip the forces with their new weapons in particular – which will obviously be sniper rifles, rocket grenade launchers, mortars – all the equipment that our Special Forces use and have used so effectively in the last few years in both Afghanistan and Iraq.  So it’s just another commitment of this Government to enhancing that part of the ADF and particularly our interest in enhancing the counter-terrorist capability as part of our response to the ongoing global threat of terrorism.

Journalist:

Senator Hill, are these weapons that our people tried out in Iraq or Afghanistan from any of the other coalition’s weapons or are they …

Senator Hill:

We upgraded the weapon capability as you know in Afghanistan.  For example, they got the javelin missile system.  And that was provided to them also in Iraq and was used very effectively in Iraq.  They also I think took new sniper rifles to Afghanistan.  So we do seek to provide them with the best equipment that’s available anywhere because we expect a lot of them and they have been doing a fantastic job for this country and we make sure we meet our share of the responsibility.  

Journalist:

Is it weaponry that would only be used overseas in combat or is it something that would be used in a terrorist attack here?

Senator Hill:

It can be used – it depends on the task.  I find it hard to imagine us using mortars in a domestic incursion.  

Journalist:

Sniper rifles?

Senator Hill:

But sniper rifles obviously yes.  A lot of night equipment – it’s getting better all the time, the quality of the night goggles and the like.  That gives them – if they had a counter-terrorism incident in Australia the capability of working at night or in the dark is vitally important to them.  And it gives them that competitive edge.  

Journalist:

Is there any suggestion that the equipment they had in Iraq wasn’t good enough? (Inaudible).  

Senator Hill:

No actually, to the contrary.  If you take their vehicles for example, they said to me they believed they were better than the American equivalent.  It was really quite heartening to hear the Special Forces both when I was in Iraq, and subsequently when I met with them on their return back in Australia, speaking extremely highly of their equipment.  They’ve got no complaints about that at all.  They do believe it’s the best that’s available.  Which is good to hear.  

Journalist:

Minister, the Prime Minister says the Government did not doctor intelligence on Iraq’s WMD.  Is it possible however that Australia received manipulated information from the Americans?

Senator Hill:

I can’t imagine that would occur.  We have confidence in our allies and in their intelligence agencies.  We make a significant contribution to the overall pool of intelligence that the allies share, but we get a lot more than we give and it’s a vitally important component of our national security.  

Journalist:

Who decides what they give?  Do they just give us what they think we want to see?  

Senator Hill:

No there are protocols.  It’s a very close relationship between the intelligence agencies.  We have different interests obviously, different priorities and basically the agencies work close to ensure that we have everything we need.  And we know the sort of things that we gather, that we collect, that they need that they may not be collecting.  We do seek to share the resources to get the maximum outcome and it works well.  

Journalist:

Do you share the Prime Minister’s restated confidence that WMD will be found?

Senator Hill:

Yes, I have no doubt about that.  It’s just a matter of time.  Whether it’s all in the form that some people envisaged before the conflict I’m not sure of that, but there’s so much circumstantial evidence.  We’re only really just starting the process of interviewing the literally hundreds if not thousands of scientists who have information on the programs.  Some of them are now starting to come forth with interesting material.  And you’d expect that as they become more confident of the future.  So it’ll take a while but we’ll get the full picture in the end.  And I think it’s important that we do.  

Journalist:

Minister, has your Department now concluded its investigations into the alleged mistreatment of militia in East Timor by the SAS?

Senator Hill:

Yes.  Yes.  There’s one case that’s being prosecuted and all of the other allegations have been dealt with.  Most of them as I recall were unsubstantiated.  We’ve had a comprehensive investigation.  It’s not just been my Department.  It’s involved police, the Federal Police, the legal issues we’ve had outside advice from various Queens Counsel, and also from the Attorney-General’s Department.  I’m satisfied that it’s been a thorough investigation and the matters have been properly dealt with.  

Journalist:

And the matter is now closed, apart from the one prosecution?  

Senator Hill:

There’s no ongoing investigation.  The investigation has been closed as far as we’re concerned.  Yes there is one prosecution that is taking place.  

Journalist:

(Inaudible) if US investigations do find that there were flaws in the US intelligence on Iraq, would that make you reconsider whether we should have an investigation or look at our (inaudible) again?

Senator Hill:

From our Department’s perspective we obviously, after each operation – we said it in the Estimates committee this week – we do a review of the total experience in order to learn from it and to prepare for the future.  And that includes the intelligence side.  So it’s not a one-off or a special inquiry in any particular aspect but it’s an ongoing process of review and examination .  

Journalist:

Would an adverse finding in the US prompt another review of that nature?  

Senator Hill:

Well what the US does is really the US’ business. What we’re interested in is getting good quality intelligence from our allies.  And the best advice I get is that we get extremely good quality intelligence.  And as I said it is a critical part of our national security umbrella.  You know without it we would be significantly deficient.  But the good relationship between the agencies exists.  And as I said we continue to have confidence in the agencies of friends and allies that are so helpful to us in this regard.  Okay?  Thankyou.  

Journalist:

I was going to ask you what you thought about the leadership shenanigans in the Labor Party?  

Senator Hill:

After 13 years I’m enjoying it.  
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