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Senator Robert Hill: 

Well, I’ll just start by saying a few things, and that is that we’ve been very pleased to welcome Secretary Rumsfeld and Mr Zoellick to Adelaide and to Australia this morning. I was able to take them to the South Australian Museum – they indicated that they wished to visit the Indigenous Cultures Gallery, which I think they found fascinating. It’s good to be able to give them some experience of Australian Indigenous heritage. 

Today’s program is relatively light, but the business proper will be tomorrow. At the top of our agenda continues to be the global war against terror, and the part that each of our countries are playing in that fight; obviously also the issue of the continuing challenge against proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. We also will look at operations in which we’re engaged jointly in Iraq, in Afghanistan and a number of other peacekeeping operations around the world. We’ll look at the bilateral relationship in terms of operations, interoperability, intelligence exchanges, training opportunities, missile defence – the whole range of areas in which we work together for mutual benefit.

It’s the 20th meeting, it reinforces what is our primary security alliance – an alliance that is very warm and close and productive these days. It gives us great confidence that we can work together in a way that provides better security for our people.

Journalist: 

There’s been a lot of talk in London and other places in the last few days about possible troop withdrawal from Iraq in 2006. will you be reviewing the presence of Australian troops there, and can you say anything about the time they’re likely to stay there, in the light of what’s been said in London and elsewhere if they go.
Senator Hill: 

Sorry about the Adelaide flies (laugh). Our forces, we review them on an ongoing basis obviously. Some of the tasks would indicate completion within a reasonable period of time. For example, in Al-Muthanna, we provide security for the Japanese humanitarian mission. How long we do that is obviously linked to the time that the Japanese may wish to provide that capability. We’re also training the Iraqi Security Forces down there; the role that we’re playing in that task, we think, will be pretty much complete some time in the New Year, perhaps around the middle of next year. Other tasks, for example, protection of our diplomats, we don’t know how long that will require a Defence capability; it might still be for some time. The transport – safe transport in and out of the country, through our C-130s, may be for some time as well. The maritime security role we were playing before the war, during the sanctions period, and there still seems to be a significant demand for that capability. So as I said, we review our contribution on a regular and ongoing basis, and basically we decide, when tasks are completed, to withdraw that component; when they’re not we continue. And as you know, from time to time we’ve taken on new responsibilities.

Journalist: 

So will those troops definitely be leaving Iraq when the Japanese have finished their project in Al-Muthanna?

Senator Hill: 

Well that role would complete, but at the moment the Japanese are reviewing their presence, they’ve got to make a decision and report to the Diet within the next couple of weeks. The popular view seems to be that they’re likely to stay for some time yet, and I would think that they would probably ask for Australian security to help them fulfil their mission.

Journalist: 

Might you need to warn our Defence so they can actually prepare for an extension of the deployment past May?

Senator Hill: 

Yes we would, if you’re talking about that particular task we would need to make a decision on that by about February next year if we were to do another rotation.

Journalist: 

Just for a point of clarification, am I right in saying that you’ll be saying to Rumsfeld with your talks, ‘however long it takes to rebuild Iraq, Australia will be staying there’, or will you be seeking a timetable for Australia’s withdrawal?

Senator Hill: 

Well, our timetable is really based on completion of the mission, rather than some sort of artificial determination. If the mission is to train the security forces so that they can provide security for Iraq themselves, obviously we know what the goal is and when know when the job will be completed – as soon as they’re able to take on that task. We think over parts of Iraq they should be able to take on that task next year. In relation to the Sunni Triangle, given the depth and intensity of the insurgency, it might take a lot longer.

Journalist: 

Can the ADF afford, or able to, do both – maintain current levels of forces in Iraq and boost its role in Afghanistan?

Senator Hill: 

Yes, well in the Middle East Area of Operations we would have around about 1350 people at any one time; in Afghanistan we might have a couple of hundred, and we can certainly meet both those roles. The Special Forces were sent to Afghanistan for a specifically limited period – the Prime Minister said they’re wanted back here after that. If we send a Provincial Reconstruction Team they will, in effect, take their place; there may be some overlap but that’s certainly within our capability.

Journalist: 

Mr Hill, are you expecting any new request to increase our commitment during the talks?

Senator Hill: 

No, I’m not. I think they’re very grateful for the contribution that we’re making. I know that they were pleased to note our decision to go back into Afghanistan to support that new democracy, but they’re not asking more of us.

Journalist: 

Mr Hill, will you be asking Mr Rumsfeld when Australian troops can pull out of Iraq?

Senator Hill: 

Well Australia decides when Australian troops withdraw, and basically they do when they complete their tasks. We’ve done that already in a number of tasks – say, for example, the air traffic support we provided at Baghdad international airport. When the Iraqis were able to take on that function, our troops came home. Then the request came to support the Japanese humanitarian force, and we made a separate decision to support that. And that’s the way that we progress our involvement in Iraq. Australia will have a long-term involvement with Iraq – we will be providing support for a long time – but it may not always be military support. We’re providing aid, they also want assistance with reconstruction. And for the moment, whilst they’re unable to provide for their own security, they’re also requesting and needing the support of international forces.

Journalist: 

Mr Hill, on another issue, what can you tell us about Australia’s connection to the apparent sale of classified information regarding Stealth bomber technology?

Senator Hill: 

Well, I don’t know of any connection, to be frank, with what apparently that person has been arrested for in the United States. I know that he had some business interests in Australia – some defence business interests – he therefore had some business relationships with Australians and we are looking at that, but I certainly wouldn’t wish you to draw any conclusion that we suspect that there’s anything improper in that.

Journalist: 

What do you know about N-Tech Australia?

Senator Hill: 

I understand it to be a small company – a very small company – that was formed in Australia I think to market various defence technologies. And certainly, as I understand it, it was to be involved in a demonstrator project that our Department of Defence was interested in, but it didn’t ever come to contract.

Journalist: 

Will you be raising the Hicks mater with Secretary Rumsfeld?

Senator Hill: 

Whilst the Hicks matter is not a specific agenda item, I’m sure it will be discussed.

Journalist: 

Am I right in saying that the person at the centre of Australia’s investigation – Arthur Lazarene (sic), is it? – have you heard of him before?

Senator Hill: 

Well, there is one Defence official –

Journalist: 

What’s his name?

Senator Hill: 

I think that’s his name – had a business relationship with the American in question, and we’re obviously talking to him about that relationship. But I think it would be unwise and unfair to draw any adverse outcome against the Australian as a result of that business relationship. Nothing has been demonstrated at this time that indicates that there was anything improper. It’s just too early to say.

Journalist: 

Have you spoken with him – personally?

Senator Hill: 

Spoken with who?

Journalist: 

Arthur?

Senator Hill: 

(Laugh) I don’t know Arthur.

Journalist: 

Minister, are you concerned about the reports that United States troops in Iraq have been using white phosphorous as a weapon? Will you raise that at all in this visit?

Senator Hill: 

I don’t know the talks of use of white phosphorous – when was this?

Journalist: 

(inaudible)

Senator Hill: 

In what way?

Journalist: 

(inaudible)

Senator Hill: 

In what form?

Journalist: 

As a burning agent.

Senator Hill: 

Well, that’s news to me.

Journalist: 

Why isn’t David Hicks an agenda item for these talks?

Senator Hill: 

Because the trial of David Hicks in the United States, allegations that he breached US law, is not a matter of national security between Australia and the United States. But because he came from Adelaide, I have no doubt that the issue will be raised. And we would say what we have been saying, which is that we would like to see the trial progressed as quickly as possible.

Journalist: 

Will you be discussing the Philippines with Mr Rumsfeld and specifically the US’s desire to have more of an Australian presence in terms of SAS presence in joint counter-terrorism operations in the Philippines?

Senator Hill: 

Philippines, yes, we would discuss it in terms of the terrorist threat in South-East Asia and the connection with that threat in the Middle East, and we have been concerned about some aspects of that in relation to the southern Philippines. We have indicated to the Government of the Philippines that we would like to support them in building their counter-terrorist capability, and we are in the process of negotiating a Status of Forces agreement with the Philippines that will enable us to do that. So the US is already there, playing a role in that regard. We’ve sought to identify areas where the US isn’t necessarily providing support that we think would be useful and that the Philippines thinks would be useful, and we would like to fill some of those gaps.

Journalist: 

Any examples of where we might be able to play a role?

Senator Hill: 

Yes, there’s more that we could do to help them in maritime surveillance – we’re worried about the movement of terrorists through the archipelago into the southern Philippines.  There are some parts of the southern Philippines that are marshland and they don’t have to capability to get into that area and we’re talking about helping provide them with a small-boat capability to enable the Philippines forces to get into those areas that are regarded as providing refuge for terrorist interests. Aircraft – well, they’re interested in developing a Coast Watch capability that’s not dissimilar to ours using Dash-8 aircraft. So we’ve had a lot of experience in that regard, we’ve provided them with a lot of information already and we’re continuing to talk to them about that.

Journalist: 

With Zoellick here will you be talking much about technology transfer and trade in defence materials with the United States?

Senator Hill: 

Yes, it’s a very important part of these talks.  Technology transfer is a part of the relationship where we have a benefit over many others in the world. And we want to make sure that we’re getting access to the technologies that we need in a timely way. And it’s been reasonable in recent times, but we still think there are ways in which the process could be improved.

Journalist: 

Could Australia be relied upon to provide military support to the US if it came to a war with China over Taiwan?

Senator Hill: 

(Laugh) We’re working with China in a positive and constructive way, and your inflammatory question doesn’t help that relationship. Thank you.

Journalist: 

(Inaudible)…the Bali bombings to our involvement in Iraq – can you…

Senator Hill: 

I’ve just been told that; I haven’t been briefed on it.

Journalist: 

(Inaudible)

Senator Hill: Yes, the US would like to use Australian facilities more – particularly as they draw done some of their front-line forces in north and east Asia, and we have been working with them to support that desire because we think it’s in our interest as well. It leads to the upgrade of our training facilities, and it also gives us more opportunities to work with other front-line troops, so the Talisman Sabre Exercise ’07, in Shoalwater Bay, will be the first major test of this new relationship, and we are also looking at how that might be expanded beyond ’07 – and perhaps using the new Bradshaw facilities that we are constructing in the Northern Territory.

Journalist: 

Is there likely to be many American troops?

Senator Hill: 

It’s a little premature to say.
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