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INTERVIEW WITH PHILIP CLARKE

2GB

6:30pm, Thursday 13 November 2003

E&oe________________________________________________________Iraq, UK, US visits
PHILIP CLARKE:

I'm pleased to say we've managed to get hold of Defence Minister Robert Hill who's been very busy.  He's been to Iraq, in Baghdad.  He's presently in London and he joins me on the line in London on his way to the United States.  Senator Hill, good evening to you, from us.  

ROBERT HILL: 


Yes, hello, Philip.

PHILIP CLARK:


Hi.  You've been in Baghdad.  Tell us about that, the continuing attacks.  I've just been talking about them with Martin Walker from UPI about it.  What was your feeling when you were there?

ROBERT HILL:


Obviously, very serious security issues:  bombings, rocket propelled grenades, improvised explosive devices along the side of roads and the like, which is a great pity because, in many ways, considerable progress is being made in the country.  The local governments are up and running and the schools are working and the power and utilities are now back to pre-war levels and continuing to improve.  Just harvested the last year's wheat crop and brought in over a million tonnes.  So things are happening out there but there is great danger that the continual attacks will undermine that progress.

PHILIP CLARK:


What sense did you get of morale amongst those who want an early handover to a domestic Iraqi administration?

ROBERT HILL:


I met with the governing council and they were debating constitutions when I arrived.  And Mr Talabani, who is the President at the moment, visited Australia a few months ago, so I met him there and I knew him a bit.  They wanted to have a talk about the Australian Constitution and I told them about our federal system.  They've actually got people there translating the Australian Constitution which I didn't realise.  They're keen to take up responsibility but they are finding this next stage very difficult.  

I wouldn't want to understate what they've achieved also, however.  They've established the ministries, all the ministers are in place now and the government departments back operating.  But the issue of the form of government for Iraq, the division of power, in effect, is proving to be a very difficult one.

PHILIP CLARK:


There's got to be concern, I would have thought, following the attack on the Italian base in Naziriyah, there's got to be concern for the safety of our own personnel there.  We've got, what, about 200-plus haven't we, in Baghdad?

ROBERT HILL:


Yes, we have.  Well, in Iraq at any one time, about 250.  I met with many of them.  Their morale is good.  They believe they're doing a worthwhile job, which they are, and doing it very well.  They understand the security risks.  They're professional, they minimise the risks and are not allowing the dangers, in effect, to derail their efforts.  
There's not only the soldiers, though, there's also quite a few civilians, our representative office, the government representative office is there, people in various ministries, Australian public servants and other civil contractors, and we are also very conscious of their safety and are doing everything possible to secure that. 

PHILIP CLARK:


You met with Geoff Hoon, the British Defence Secretary, I understand?

ROBERT HILL:


Yes, I'm just here in transit but I met with Geoff Hoon just to, again, exchange views on how to continue to make progress in Iraq and in particular these issues of governance and how we might be able to support the governing council making progress, because we obviously want to transfer governance as soon as possible.  We think that's clearly part of the solution.

PHILIP CLARK:


Does it require a bigger military presence?

ROBERT HILL:


Military people - most military people would say the bigger the force the better.  It's interesting there's about 39 countries actually with forces in Iraq so, in terms of the breadth of military support it's grown considerably.  But it's a big country and a very complicated society and if you're going to assume primary responsibility for security it's a massive task.  And that's why we want the new Iraqi army up as quickly as possible.  We've now graduated the first battalion.  We've got 40,000 police now on the street which is a good thing.  Other security elements are being put in place, again, to share the responsibility with the Iraqi people as quickly as possible is our goal.

PHILIP CLARK:


Yes, now you're off to the United States, I understand, to meet with US Defence Secretary Rumsfeld there, are you?

ROBERT HILL:


I'll do the same thing with him.  I met with Bremer also - Bremer in Iraq - and he's just made a quick trip back to Washington as well.  Obviously what I'm looking for is ways in which Australia can be helpful.  We're doing it at the military level, we're doing it in a number of the ministries such as agriculture and if there are ways in which we can help this process of governance or transfer to Iraqi governance, that would obviously be very useful as well.

PHILIP CLARK:


Yes, indeed.  All right, Senator Hill, we'll leave it there.  Thank you.  

ROBERT HILL:


Thank you.

PHILIP CLARK:


Senator Robert Hill, the Defence Minister, in London, who we were lucky just to get hold of there on his way to the United States.  
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