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Opening of Mobile Health Clinic

As Samawah, Al Muthanna Province, Iraq

Thursday, 24 November 2005

E&oe…………………………………………….………….Australian Forces in Al Muthanna

Journalist:

Why are you here in Al Muthanna today?

Senator Hill:

I’m here to see the Australian Forces, and to thank them for working here.  This is a new rotation of Australian Forces.  I’m here to assess the progress of their work in helping to supporting the Japanese Humanitarian Mission, and also the progress of their work in helping train the Iraqi Security Forces.  I’ve just visited the Brigade Headquarters and talked to the Brigadier, and I’m pleased with the progress that’s being made there.  We talked about the new, the 2nd Battalion being trained now by the Australians, and I’m here to open the health clinic.

Journalist:

How long do you think Australians will stay in Al Muthanna?

Senator Hill:

Well I’m not sure of that.  We expect to be here until about May of next year, which would complete the one year, which was our commitment, and beyond that depends on a number of things.  It depends on the wish of the Iraqi people, the new Government that you will be establishing in the new year.  It will depend on the Japanese intentions, how long their humanitarian mission is going to remain, and what extra security assistance they need, and it would depend on the capability of the Iraqi Forces to take over the security role.  But I think that good progress is being made in building the capability of the Iraqi Forces, and I see no reason why they shouldn’t be able to take a greater security role in the new year.

Journalist:

(Plans to increase Australian Forces similar to Afghanistan?)

Senator Hill:

Well we certainly don’t have any plans to increase forces here, we don’t see a need for that.  In fact over time we think the need will reduce as the Iraqi Security Forces can take over the role.  In relation to Afghanistan, we are interested in providing a Provincial Reconstruction Team to help with economic and social infrastructure.  We hope that as this region becomes more secure, the emphasis will be able to be moved to the activities of economic development and social development, and of course political development.  But I just take the opportunity, seeing that I’m here in Iraq, to congratulate the Iraqi people on passing their referendum, coming out to vote on the referendum for the constitution.  In terms of the political evolution, I think the Iraqi people have shown great determination.  From an outsider’s point of view it is really good to see the Iraqi people taking control of their own political destiny.

Journalist:

(Australian commitment to Al Muthanna?)

Senator Hill:

We have made a commitment up until May, and after that it will depend on the attitude of the Iraqi people and the attitude of the new Government.  It depends on the ability of Iraqi Security Forces to take over.  But I think they’re making good progress.  And it also depends on the intentions of the Japanese in relation to their humanitarian mission.  But whilst we’re primarily fulfilling a military and security role, we’re very keen to also support the people of Al Muthanna with projects such as this mobile health centre, and some of the other projects we’ve been working on include providing veterinary support, a footbridge across the River Euphrates, we have several power and electricity projects that we’re supporting, a water treatment plant, and in the agricultural sector I think that there is a lot more that we can do with Iraq and with provinces such as Al Muthanna.  So as we move beyond the security issues, I hope the long term relationship will very much focus on areas such as agriculture, where we can continue to support Al Muthanna to become more prosperous.
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