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INTERVIEW WITH MATT BROWN

ABC radio’s AM program

8:15am, Thursday 20 November 2003

E&oe_______________________________________________________________US visit, Iraq
COMPERE:

Australia's Defence Minister, Senator Robert Hill, has just emerged from a meeting with his American counterpart, the US Defence Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld.  Top of the agenda, of course, was Iraq, and Senator Hill has told Mr Rumsfeld Australia will boost its contribution to the Coalition's rebuilding of the country by doing more to train its armed forces.  Our reporter in Canberra, Matt Brown, spoke to the Australian Defence Minister in Washington a short time ago.  

MATT BROWN: 

Robert Hill, what did you and Donald Rumsfeld discuss about the future call on Australian forces in Iraq?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

We talked a lot about the challenges in Iraq, stabilisation and reconstruction. There wasn't a call for any additional contribution from Australia. The United States very much appreciates what we are doing there and what we are going to continue to do there.  

MATT BROWN: 

And does the US decision to speed the transfer of authority to Iraqis affect Australia's deployment in Iraq at all?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

No, no, it doesn't, but I think it's a good thing in terms of maintaining and in fact building the momentum. I think it's important that as soon as reasonably possible we get to a situation where we are there supporting an Iraqi government, even if it's an interim government.

MATT BROWN: 

How does having an Iraqi face on the administration in Iraq affect the likelihood of success of this whole operation? In other words, how does it affect the likelihood that Iraqis broadly will accept the continued military presence on the ground?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

I don't think that, well not surprisingly Iraqis want to govern themselves, and I don't think they want forces of occupation any longer than is necessary. But many Iraqis will argue for an international force to stay and support them until they are properly able to protect themselves.  

They're building the new Iraqi army, that's going to be accelerated next year. Got about 40,000 police out there now, that's still building. But it is going to be some time before a new Iraqi government can properly protect its interests and we have a vested interest, as I said, in ensuring that the new Government is stable and able to manage its affairs because that's the best way that it will contribute to stability and peace in the region.

MATT BROWN: 

How many more Australians will be assigned to training Iraq's armed forces?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

We haven't decided that yet. We are inclined to make, it would be a modest additional contribution in that area and it would be within our existing force structure.

MATT BROWN: 

So in the order of a few dozen?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

It would be in the order of a few dozen.

MATT BROWN: 

And how many soldiers would it be req …

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

(Inaudible) … Sorry?

MATT BROWN: 

Sorry, go on.

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

We're looking at the roles where they would be based, issues such as that. We've been approached to send some trainers of NCOs, corporals and the like, and also to help them integrate some of the new battalions that are going to be formed next year. And these are obviously useful functions in building institutions that are going to be critically important to future stability.

MATT BROWN: 

The US has resorted to bombing and gunships in Iraq again, and that indicates that they're frightened of more US deaths, frightened of what Donald Rumsfeld called today "improvised explosive devices", for example. What does that say about the scale of the resistance that Coalition forces face?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

The resistance is sporadic but it's … because they're largely hit-and-run attacks they are very difficult to combat. As the intelligence grows, obviously the targeting information becomes better and the Americans are responding to those targets.

MATT BROWN: 

Does bombing from the air risk more civilian deaths? In other words, does it risk the faith that Iraqis might have in the Coalition?

SENATOR ROBERT HILL: 

I think the answer is, it's probably yes, but these days the munitions from the air are very precise, and all through this conflict the Americans have made great effort to minimise civilian casualties and that's certainly still their objective.

COMPERE:

Defence Minister Senator Robert Hill speaking to Matt Brown. 
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