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PRESS CONFERENCE

Baghdad Convention Centre

Iraq

Monday, 10 November 2003

E&oe_____________________Australian contribution to the reconstruction of Iraq

SENATOR ROBERT HILL:
Thankyou for coming along.  Robert Hill is my name, I’m the Australian Minister for Defence and I’ve been here in Baghdad for two days.  This is the second of those days.  Firstly to visit Australian forces who are in or around Baghdad and secondly to meet a range of relevant bodies such as the CPA and Governing Council and others to the Iraqi Survey Group to assess issues related to the stabilisation and reconstruction of Iraq to add some personal knowledge to the obvious extensive briefings that I’ve received. 

This is the second time I’ve been to Baghdad.  I was last here in April.  And it’s been interesting to observe the changes that have occurred in that period.  The position of Australia, as you all know, obviously we’re a party to the coalition that decided to remove Saddam Hussein towards the objective of ensuring that there was no longer a threat associated with weapons of mass destruction.  And after that phase we have continued our commitment. We have always believed that the following phase in terms of stabilising the country and at least starting the process of reconstruction would be a challenging phase and it would be important that the international community and countries such as mine should continue to play a part. We want to do that firstly because we believed in terms of the original mission it was important to lock in the gains that had been achieved to ensure that there would no longer be threats in the future to the region, or beyond the region, associated with weapons of mass destruction.  But also recognising that this is a unique opportunity for the Iraqi people to look forward to a better future, a future in terms of freedom and absence of oppression and hopefully better economic opportunity.  That there was an important responsibility to the Iraqi people to, in effect, lock in those opportunities and to give them the best chance in that regard. 

So Australia has continued to make a commitment post the principal combat phase and we’ve done that at the military level and we’ve also done that at the civilian level. 

At the military level we continue to provide a contribution of a little under 900 ADF personnel.  We provide a ship which operates at the northern end of the Persian Gulf and helps with anti-smuggling efforts and maritime surveillance.  We provide two C-130 transport aircraft which fly in and out of Iraq and if I might say have done an excellent job in terms of carriage of personnel and equipment and have made an excellent contribution.  We provide two P3 maritime surveillance aircraft which also support the ship in anti-smuggling work and tasks of that type.  We provide in Baghdad air traffic, military air traffic controllers who’ve been here now from the end of combat hostilities and help provide the level of operations that have been conducted at the international airport. We have some people in the Iraqi Survey Team.  We have others that are working to build the new Iraqi army.  We’ve got other military people who are working within the ministries as advisors and who are working in some of the regional programs of the CPA in reconstruction, re-building infrastructure and the like.  So we would like to think that with a relatively small military contribution we’re nevertheless making a worthwhile, providing a worthwhile contribution to a range of different important tasks within stabilisation and reconstruction areas. 

On the civilian side, we’ve been pleased to have been able to establish our diplomatic office here – that’s called on another part of the ADF to provide protection.  But those professional diplomats from Australia are not only playing their role in relations between Iraq and Australia but also playing contributions in helping encourage and support the process of political change that’s occurring in this country.  We’ve provided officials and non-officials to a range of different portfolio areas.  We’re pleased to have made a significant contribution to the progress that’s been made so far in the agricultural sector in Iraq.  We’re contributing personnel to local government, we’ve put other personnel into the finance sector to add to Iraqi expertise and in a number of other areas we’re contributing to the rebuilding of the country on the civilian side.  

So therefore in summary, from an Australian perspective, we don’t underestimate the difficulty of these tasks but we do think it’s important for the international community to join together and support the Iraqi people, as I said, in an effort to lock in the processes of change that have taken place and to therefore give the Iraqi people the best opportunity for the future.  I’ve therefore been pleased to have been able to visit and thank the Australians that I’ve met over the last day and a half for what they’re doing.  And also to meet and encourage, as I said, a range of the other agencies and encourage them towards continuing these tasks.  Because it seems to me and my country that it is a very important mission.  It was never going to be easy but the outcome justifies the effort that is needed. And with that I’d be happy to answer any questions.  

JOURNALIST: 

[Inaudible] from Japanese TV NHKT correspondent.  Minister you mentioned earlier you have 900 servicemen and women in Iraq.  And when do you think you’ll be able to leave Iraq?  Thankyou.  

SENATOR HILL: 

We don’t have a fixed timetable.  We do constant reviews.  We recently affirmed that the force contribution is about the right size but the structure of it changes a little as the tasks change.  Obviously, we don’t want Australian forces to be away any longer than is necessary but at this time we believe there is still considerable work to be done and that therefore, for the time being they will be remaining here.  

JOURNALIST: 

Dean Yates from Reuters newsagency.  Spain recently withdrew some diplomatic staff.  Does Australian have any plans to withdraw any civilian diplomatic staff due to the security situation?  

SENATOR HILL:

No we don’t.  We obviously monitor the security situation closely.  As I said, we provide our own military security support to our diplomatic staff and we’re pleased that they are able to stay and continue to do what I think is an important job.  

JOURNALIST: 

[Question in Arabic].  

SENATOR HILL:

I missed the start of the question but as I interpret it, it was is the international community supporting progress towards an end to terrorism?  If I interpret terrorism to really mean violence in its broader sense, I think that the position is obviously difficult in that regard at the moment.  And some would say that in recent times in relation to attacks against the coalition or against Iraqi interests that are being seen to be supportive of the coalition or being supported by the coalition, some would say that the situation has worsened.  

What we do know is that it is not going to be improved by parties walking away.  In our view, it’s a difficult phase that has to be met head on.  It has to be met by a force of adequate capability and it ultimately is a task that the new Iraqi security organisations, whether it’s the police, or the civilian security organisation, other organisations or the New Iraqi Army, is going to have to match.  In this period during which the local security organisations are established and built there is obviously going to be a significant need for the coalition forces.  So what’s pointed out to me is that the problems are predominantly occurring in one part of the country and that the security situation in most of the country is reasonable.  Reasonable in terms that there are occasional incidents but not consistent incidents.  That’s good and that shows that progress can be made, but where there is considerable violence at the moment then that has got to be met head on and basically it has to be defeated. Did I misunderstand your question?  

JOURNALIST: 

[Clarification of question in Arabic – relating to the timing of a Spanish politician’s visit and the Minister’s visit coinciding).  

SENATOR HILL:

No that is just a coincidence.  As I said I was here to see Australian forces in April and it was time to come back and see the next rotation of Australian forces.  

JOURNALIST: 

[Question in Arabic].  

SENATOR HILL:

Well I’ve got nothing that I can really add to what the Iraqi Survey Group said recently.  We very much rely on their assessment and Australia is, as I said, making a contribution to that body.  They haven’t found any, they have found evidence of a missile program that was in breach of the Security Council resolutions.  And I think it’s fair to say their assessment at the moment is that Saddam Hussein in recent years may well have been putting his efforts into the delivery vehicle, knowing that the warheads in effect could be put together at relatively short notice, having had a record of doing that in the past.  But that, as Dr Kay said, was an interim report.  They indicated that further work needed to be done and we’re expecting another interim report or an update from the Iraqi Survey Group sometime early next year and we’ll see what further progress they’ve been able to make then.  

JOURNALIST: 

I wonder have you had meetings with the Governing Council and with Talibani of the Governing Council?  

SENATOR HILL:

Unfortunately I haven’t yet had my Governing Council meetings, they’re after this press conference and I’ll see Talibani.  I saw him when he visited Australia some time ago and encouraged him in his task at that time.  

JOURNALIST: 

[Question in Arabic].  

SENATOR HILL:  

The contribution that Australia is making in terms of security and the contribution to rebuilding various Iraqi agencies and in addition to rebuilding.  

We’ve contributed about $120 million Australian dollars which at the moment is about $90 million US dollars in relation to that.  In part, I answered the question in relation to attacks on the coalition.  We interpret it as largely former Saddam loyalists and Ba’athists who have not been prepared to acknowledge that the world has changed and they are attempting to fight back in a sporadic way.  Quite dramatic in terms of some of its outcomes but very unlikely, in fact not only unlikely but impossible, that form of sporadic attack will change the direction of this country which is now entrenched.  And that direction is in locking in the new institutions and the new freedoms and what will ultimately be the new prosperity for Iraq.  So that in the end these random and isolated attacks will be a wasted effort and it’s simply my regret that it’s occurring and that unnecessary loss of life is the consequence.  But certainly the coalition is not going to be deterred by these types of attack and we’ll answer them and we’ll ultimately defeat them.  

JOURNALIST: 

[Question in Arabic].  

SENATOR HILL:  

Basically Australia participated in a coalition because it was of the view as a result of good intelligence that there was a threat associated with weapons of mass destruction; that 12 years of diplomacy had failed to remove that threat; and that in our view and others that participated in the coalition it wasn’t going to be removed other than through military effort.  And that in the end it wasn’t going to be removed without having to remove Saddam Hussein and his regime.  So whilst the process of stabilisation is costly and difficult it will lead to greater assurance that there won’t be a possibility of threats associated with weapons of mass destruction emanating from Iraq in the future.  So in that regard it is achieved it’s objective.  In regard to the ancillary objective of the fact that if Saddam Hussein had to be removed, then we would see the Iraqi people have the best opportunity for the future.  That’s still work in progress, it’s still related to the issues of stabilisation and rebuilding and we note significant progress that’s being made in that regard, probably not as appreciated throughout the western world as it might be.  It is in fact being achieved on the ground in Iraq but we do believe there’s a lot more work that can be done in that area.  We’re [inaudible] that the gains are locked in and the benefits that flow are truly achieved by the Iraqi people.  

JOURNALIST: 

[Question in Arabic – relating to money contributions compared to contributions of different types].  

SENATOR HILL:

I can understand that.  And we want that for you.  And our experience is that that can be best achieved through countries living and working together in an environment of mutual respect and trading and reacting across a whole suite of ways, through educational exchanges and health support and the like, and we want to return to a relationship between Australia and Iraq where we both have an interest in each other’s successes for the future.  Now how we get Iraq to that stage through this need to stabilise, to build the new institutions that are on the drawing board, to re-establish, or establish the ministries as effective bodies, encourage economic growth, build and rebuild infrastructure is the immediate challenge.  And as I said Australia is playing a part as one of the broader international community in each of those challenges.  Our aid money is going into the Iraqi economy, our military is contributing its efforts to help achieve stability, we’re providing expertise in a number of government departments to help build those agencies and institutions all of which will ultimately be the foundation, I would hope, of a happier and more prosperous Iraq.  And for Australia there are benefits from that as well.  There are benefits in terms of security and there are benefits in terms of another country that joins the open trading world and through that method contributes to the well-being of all of us.  

JOURNALIST: 

[Question in Arabic relating to the comparison of Australia’s contribution with other nations].  

SENATOR HILL:  

Well I’m not sure exactly what’s meant by that, but I can talk about what Australia is doing and I guess in some ways you know what other countries are doing and you can make that judgement for yourself.  I think that Australia has made a significant and worthwhile contribution and continues to do that and I’m proud that Australians are prepared to do that work in Iraq.  That’s my assessment from an Australian point of view.  How it matches to contributions of other countries I don’t think is really for me to say.  

All I would say in conclusion is that I think to achieve the goals that I spoke of for Iraq is really going to take a global effort and I would like to see all nation states playing their part.  I think it is a huge challenge but it’s a most important challenge and I still think there’s a few nation states around that might be able to do a little more than what they’re doing but the best chance of achieving stabilisation as quickly as possible and rebuilding the institutions and getting the economy working will be if all nation states recognise that there is a constructive part that they can play and together get in there and play that part. Thank-you very much. 
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