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Journalist

Obviously we’re talking about Iraq here.  This week saw the devastating attack on the Italian camp.  It seems that anybody who is associated with the Americans, who has been working with the Americans as part of the coalition, is going to be a target.  How long before the Australians are going to be attacked would you say?

Senator Robert Hill

Well everyone’s subject to the risk, not only the coalition forces but also others in Iraq who are trying to build their new institutions, institutions that are supported by the coalition.  There’s the new army, police forces, judicial system, health system (inaudible).  There are those who refuse to accept the peace and want to return to the old days of oppression and they fight back for some time.

Journalist

Spain has pulled some of its diplomats out.  Has Australia been thinking along these lines?

Senator Robert Hill

No.  We are obviously monitoring security very closely, but Australian diplomats are in good heart – I met with them in Baghdad a couple of days ago.  We’re putting a lot of effort into their security; they’ve a dedicated military security force for their benefit.  It’s important that the officials and the business people and those who are helping support the new ministry are not frightened off.  That’s obviously the purpose of those perpetrating the violence.

Journalist

This week the White House seems to have radically changed its vision for the future of how it’s going to handle the transfer - the central transfer of power to the Iraqis.  And it’s drawn a lot of criticism saying that it’s been too hurried and too rapid.  What’s Australia’s view of this change of the US position?

Senator Robert Hill

We’ve always said that we would like to see a transfer of governance to the Iraqis as soon as reasonably possible.  And the issue of it’s been to what do you transfer power?  The process that has been set up by (inaudible) in many ways is very democratic.  It is going to be a very long one, and I’m not sure that we really have that time.  So I think that there is quite a strong argument to push the process of transfer of governance along a bit.

Journalist

Is there a danger that this is all just fitting in with the US domestic policy with presidential elections coming up?  There’s been a lot of talk about that here, that in fact the policy in Iraq is being driven by domestic concerns.

Senator Robert Hill

Well, I’m not seeing it in those terms.  I’m seeing it in terms of a focus of the violence on the new Iraqi institutions, in many ways, is based on those institutions being put in place by a coalition force, an occupying power.  It’s very important that, as soon as reasonably possible, we get to a situation where we are there supporting the Iraqis in governing and managing their country and their economy and their security.  So my concerns have got nothing to do with the US domestic scene.

Journalist

How long before the majority of US troops and coalition troops that are in there leave Iraq – what is your estimated timetable?

Senator Robert Hill

I think that the task is not going to be a short one.  I think that the type of forces, and sizes of forces will change, and that’s already changed.  We are into a stabilisation phase, hopefully that will before long be a (inaudible) support phase.  But for the moment I think that the important thing is to stick with it and recognise that this is a very difficult period.  Because if those Saddam loyalists, ex intelligence people or anyone, if they spook either the forces or the development of the new Iraqi institutions through this sporadic violence then we’ll all lose.  We’ll lose in the long term in terms of Iraq not being stable and peaceful and therefore ultimately a threat on the Iraqi people who obviously are even greater losers in terms of losing their opportunity.

Journalist

You mentioned in your speech the disappointment about Japan delaying with sending troops, South Korea not giving as many troops as had hoped.  How much of a blow is that to the effort in Iraq?

Senator Robert Hill

I didn’t put it in quite those terms, because South Korea and Japan have actually indicated that they will - there are other countries that won’t, and that’s my greatest disappointment.  In relation to South Korea and Japan what I said is I hope that they won’t be dissuaded by the sporadic violence that is occurring.  That’s why this violence is occurring, to undermine the confidence of the coalition, to undermine the confidence of the Iraqi people.  It’s very important that those who are perpetrating this violence don’t succeed in their goals.

Journalist

But after the bombing of the Italian compound Japan said it was going to delay sending its troops.

Senator Robert Hill

Well I said, if they do delay then that is (inaudible) a victory for those who perpetrate violence.  Now, you’ve got to understand that for Japan, this is a huge step forward from the Second World War - they’ve never deployed a force like this.  It’s quite a difficult thing politically for Japan and I think we should be patient.  What I said is that I hope that those who are perpetrating the violence don’t win a victory by dissuading Japan from participating.  

Journalist

Of course there are other nations that you would like to see on board that as yet feel very unpersuaded to send troops or be a major partner in the reconstruction effort.  What’s it going to take to get these countries on board, and why have we been failing to date?

Senator Robert Hill

Well, that’s probably the question you should be asking them.  But what I would say is that certainly there were differences between major powers pre-war, but what I think is important now is that they should be put in the past and that we all recognise that we have a vested interest in securing peace and stabilising and reconstructing Iraq, and we all, for our security, but we also should all have a humanitarian interest in the future of the Iraqi people.  They’ve gone through terrible experiences for decades and now have a chance for a better future.  A future without threat, a future with reasonable economic opportunity and they could do with our support.

Journalist

Tell me if I’m wrong, but you seemed to be saying in your speech, that the coalition has always wanted the UN on board but divisions within the Security Council have prevented that.  Could you just expand for me a little more about what you were talking about, and the Security Council’s role and the role of the United Nations?

Senator Robert Hill

Well again I think it’s better to put the past in the past, and let’s talk about the present and the future.  The UN can play a major role in harnessing international support and guarding it and assisting in the building of new governments within Iraq, assisting with humanitarian and economic development, and I don’t want it to be held back by the differences that existed in the past as to whether the combat phase should have been undertaken or not.  And I still think that these aspects are holding back UN involvement.  Of course, it’s complicated even further by the attack on the United Nations.  But that attack, in some ways I think, illustrates that the threat is not just to a particular state, the threat is not just to the Iraqi people but I believe there is a much wider threat out there if this sort of violence is allowed to proceed.  So we all have an interest in defeating that threat and that’s why I’d like to see the UN a little bit more proactive.

Journalist

Would you like to see the UN actually take hold of the reins of power?  If the United States is obviously not doing a great job so far, wouldn’t it make the situation less volatile if it were the UN that was running the country?

Senator Robert Hill

I think the US is doing everything possible.  And bear in mind that there are thirty nine countries with forces there, so the coalition towards stability and reconstruction is a sizeable one.  But yes, I think the UN represents a broader international community, and in terms of its responsibility and its ability to harness that boarder constituency, I think it can do more.

Journalist

You talked a lot in your speech about a lot of the underestimations that were made before going to war in Iraq.  How significant has it been in the effort that with Australia as partners in having troops there who are now at pretty high risk of being attacked, why such an underestimation when people who were close to the war were pointing it out for months and months and months that it was not going to be easy? 

Senator Robert Hill

Well I don’t think you ever really know until you face the event that one (inaudible) about these things, and those who opposed the war – there’s nothing that they can gloat in that, when they see the Iraqi people who want freedom and who want a better economic opportunity being obstructed in those very reasonable goals.  That’s why I say it’s better if, across the political spectrum and across the international spectrum that people in countries come together and support the Iraqi people unambiguously in their very reasonable aspiration during this phase of stabilisation and reconstruction.

Journalist

And what about plans for Australian troops.  Their numbers have significantly been scaled back in recent months.  Do you have a timetable for withdrawal completely of Australian troops or perhaps there might be a chance of boosting up the numbers again?

Senator Robert Hill

We think that our contribution is about the right size but we will look at the force structure according to the challenges that we encounter.  In other words, as we move through this phase the tasks will vary, so we want to make sure that our force is most relevant to the tasks that are the most urgent and important.

Journalist

Then might troop numbers go up again, if calls to do so were to send more troops up to the war level that you had, about 2,000 troops there?

Senator Robert Hill

I’m not into taking increased numbers; I think I’d like to see more countries.  Thirty nine is good but I’d like to see even more.  But in some ways as I’ve said the internationalising is more important than the troop numbers per se.  Those that oppose peace there have got to understand that they are taking on the whole international community and the resolve of the international community.

Journalist

Just to wrap up, I know you’re meeting with Secretary Rumsfeld next week, what specific points relating to Iraq and what concerns do you have that you might like to bring up at this meeting?

Senator Robert Hill

Well we’ll talk about the force structure and the way forward.  I would intend to talk more with him about the transfer of the responsibilities of government. I am a great supporter of the fact that the United States has played a global leadership in a very difficult task.  There are those who criticise that for various reasons and for various objectives, but out of this we can make a contribution to a more stable region and we can give the Iraqi people a much better future.  Certainly from my experience of being back in Baghdad, I’ve now been there twice since the war, is that the vast majority of Iraqis want this opportunity.  It’s not surprising that they would want freedom and they would want a chance for a better future for their kids, and without the states that have been prepared to take the risk they would never have had that chance.  And that’s why I think it’s so important to stick with it and that will certainly be a message that I’ll be passing to Secretary Rumsfeld.

Journalist

Thank you very much.

Senator Robert Hill

Thank you.
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