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Major General Roberts, Heads of Delegations, ladies and gentlemen.

I’m delighted to be here to address the eighth meeting of the operational experts working group of the Proliferation Security Initiative.  I’d like to welcome the representatives of the nineteen countries who are participating today.  A number of you have travelled a long way to be here.  Your presence demonstrates the global commitment to stopping the spread of WMD.  

I’d also like to welcome participation by New Zealand and Thailand in this meeting.  The Asia-Pacific region is vital to the success of international efforts to combat WMD proliferation, hosting high volumes of trade, major transhipment hubs and a growing production base in dual-use commodities and technologies.  As such, it is imperative to expand Asia-Pacific countries’ support for and, where possible, involvement in the PSI.  Australia looks forward to working with you to strengthen the region’s contribution to international peace and security.

Frameworks for deterring WMD proliferation 

Our defences against WMD proliferation depend on a framework of mutually reinforcing measures.  At their base are the multilateral arms control and non-proliferation treaties – the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, the Biological Weapons Convention and the Chemical Weapons Convention.  They form the bedrock of globally accepted norms for preventing the spread of WMD.  Much international effort is currently being directed at strengthening these treaties to improve compliance.

An additional barrier is provided by the international export control regimes – the Nuclear Suppliers Group, Missile Technology Control Regime, Wassenaar Arrangement and the Australia Group.  They play a vital role in preventing proliferators from gaining access to sensitive and dual-use materials and technologies through member countries’ efforts to harmonise their national export control measures.  Underpinning the effectiveness of export controls are technical exchanges on control lists, timely information sharing, law enforcement cooperation and tight border controls. 

A positive development reinforcing these measures was the unanimous adoption of UN Security Council Resolution 1540 in April this year.  The resolution commits all States to take appropriate measures to prevent proliferation, including export control.

New proliferation challenges

Nonetheless, as effective as these measures are, determined proliferators continue to exploit gaps in international non-proliferation regimes.  Exposure of the A Q Khan network, providing nuclear weapons-related know-how and equipment to Libya and other countries, has shown just how extensive and sophisticated such procurement activities can be.  In an increasingly globalised world, WMD-relevant technology and know-how stand to become even more accessible.

Over recent years, secondary proliferation has blunted the effectiveness of export controls, with an increasing number of proliferant countries now having an indigenous WMD capability that they are willing to share with others.  Further, countries with WMD programs or aspirations, notably North Korea and Iran, have dishonoured their international treaty obligations.  It is clearly in all countries’ security interests to prevent the advent of more nuclear weapon states, especially in regions of instability and conflict.

Disturbingly, international terrorist groups have also indicated their pursuit and preparedness to use WMD.  It does not take much imagination to consider the horrific consequences of Al Qaida being armed with weapons of mass destruction.  Present non-proliferation regimes, which have been negotiated between states, are ill-equipped to tackle the problem of WMD falling into the hands of non-state actors.

All these problems are particularly acute in the Asia-Pacific region.  The region contains some of the busiest sea and air ports and most strategically important transhipment locations in the world.  Several instances have been revealed of WMD-suitable materials and missile parts and technology being diverted through front companies in the region.  Many more, no doubt, have eluded our scrutiny.  Several terrorist groups are also active in the region, some with direct links to global terrorist organisations, together with their resources and networks.

The ASEAN Regional Forum meeting in July acknowledged these risks and encouraged enhanced efforts in conformity with UNSC Resolution 1540 to prevent proliferation.

The Proliferation Security Initiative

It was with the objective of closing gaps in the global non-proliferation net that the Proliferation Security Initiative was formed.

Since its inception in May last year, the PSI has proven itself to be a practical and effective tool for addressing illicit WMD and missile-related trade.  It potentially brings the full weight of participating countries’ respective interdiction capabilities and legal powers to bear on those who continue to traffic in WMD without consideration for their international obligations.  More than 60 countries now support the initiative – clear evidence of the truly global scope of the intiative.

The PSI has made impressive progress in its first eighteen months.  In particular, PSI participants have:

· developed the Statement of Interdiction Principles; 

· held more than a dozen successful multi-national training exercises;

· reviewed their national legal powers; 

· expanded participation in meetings and activities; and

· begun to enlist the support and cooperation of key players in the international transport industry.

These meetings of operational experts have played a vital role in carrying forward the Initiative – in particular, to ensure that the initiative remains focused on practical operational and legal aspects of interdiction.

Some countries continue to express doubts about the legality of the PSI and its implications for state sovereignty. This is despite the fact that the Statement of Interdiction Principles clearly expresses the requirement that all action to impede and stop proliferation of WMD should comply with national and international laws.  It is important that we continue to work to correct these misconceptions and expand the scope of support for PSI in the course of our outreach activities. 

Australia’s contribution to counter-proliferation

Australia enjoys a high regional and international profile in promoting effective counter-proliferation measures.

Australia hosted a ministerial-level Asia Pacific Conference on Nuclear Safeguards and Security in Sydney earlier this month.  A key theme of the conference was preventing nuclear and radiological terrorism.  The conference promoted regional cooperation to minimise this risk through adherence to the highest international safeguards standards, and its outcomes will provide a useful regional contribution to the NPT Review Conference next May.  Australia will step up its efforts to encourage stronger controls and security for radioactive sources in our region.  

Australia is committed to ensuring the most effective controls on trade in dual-use goods.  We play a particularly prominent role in relation to chemical and biological controls as Chair of the Australia Group.  Australia will host the twentieth-anniversary meeting of the Australia Group in Sydney next April and the third senior-level meeting of the Asian Export Control Policy Dialogue later in the year.  We have also expanded our regional outreach on export controls and sought to promote support for the PSI.  Over the past year, Australian experts have undertaken outreach visits and provided training to several regional countries, as well as discussed cooperative activities with the United States and Japan.  

In addition, Australia is an active supporter of the PSI.  Australia hosted the second plenary meeting in Brisbane in July last year.  We were also instrumental in leading the PSI in an operational direction, having planned and led the first exercise held under PSI auspices – Operation Pacific Protector, conducted in the Coral Sea in September last year.  It is Australia’s privilege to consolidate further our support for the PSI by hosting the Eighth Meeting of the Operational Experts Working Group here in Sydney.

Your agenda over the next few days is a wide-ranging and challenging one.  Keeping the exercise program moving ahead is a principal responsibility of this meeting.  The exercise program has expanded considerably since Pacific Protector.  Having observed that first exercise, I am encouraged to see the energy with which the program has moved forward.  It now includes the testing challenge of wargaming.  

Combined exercises broaden international cooperation and skills in working together.  Future exercises should reflect the greatest possible realism, and rehearse the most practical solutions to the challenging task of interdiction. 

In addition, you will have the opportunity to compare experiences, discuss the implications for PSI of progress towards expanding international legal regimes, consider outreach to the container shipping and other transport industries, and discuss the best way to take forward the work of this experts group.

Finally, there is a growing need to consider ways of broadening support for the PSI while at the same time maintaining the initiative’s operational effectiveness.   In meeting this challenge, it will be crucial to continue fostering the spirit of close and practical cooperation between participants we have enjoyed thus far.

I wish you success in your work here this week, and hope you enjoy your time in Sydney.
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