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interview with Radio national am program
Friday, 3 November 2006
E&oe  Fiji. 
Tony Eastley

HMAS Kanimbla is this morning ploughing through the seas well off the Australian coast as it makes it's way to Fiji. The ship is on standby to evacuate Australians if the military mounts a coup on the troubled island.

The Defence Minister, Brendan Nelson, spoke with our chief political correspondent, Chris Uhlmann, who asked the Federal Minister about the ship's mission.
Brendan Nelson

Quite reasonably and sensibly, what we've done is dispatched two of our navel vessels, HMAS Newcastle, which left Sydney the day before yesterday, which has gone into the South West Pacific. And, then around midnight last night, HMAS Kanimbla, which is one of our two amphibious ships, left Townsville and Kanimbla has on board a number of soldiers, a primary care medical team, an evacuation unit and a number of helicopters and they will be in the South West Pacific, they will not go into Fijian territorial waters.

But what it means is that in the unlikely event that some kind of assistance is necessary to evacuate Australians or other nationals, then at least we are well prepared. I think Australians expect their government and their military to be there to help them when they need it and if they need it.

Reporter


No matter what the intention of the Australian Government, will it be seen as an act of aggression? Is it a form of gunboat diplomacy?


Brendan Nelson

Well look, we can only go on statements that have been made by the chief of the Fijian defence force and it's certainly a conversation which our own Chief Air Vice-Marshal, Angus Houston, has had with the Fijian Defence Force leader.  
On that basis we are concerned, as we are from reports from the police commissioner in Fiji, that a number of actions have been taken recently and comments have been made by key Fijian defence force personnel to suggest there may be a coup or an attempted coup, so it should not be seen as anything provocative at all by anybody. In fact, what it should be seen as is sensible planning, in the unlikely event that some assistance with evacuation is required.

Reporter

It would focus your mind though if you have two warships standing off your coast?

Brendan Nelson

Well I think if it has any impact at all on Commodore Bainimarama, then hopefully it will be to discourage him and to reinforce the view put to him by Air Chief Marshal, Angus Houston, that he should not proceed with his stated intentions of overthrowing through a coup, the democratically elected government of Fiji.

Reporter

Is that likely though?

Brendan Nelson
 
Well our express intention, as I say, is just simply to see that we're in position should we be required to assist Australians to evacuate. We don't expect that any kind of assistance of a military kind for evacuation would be required.

Tony Eastley

Australia's Defence Minister, Brendan Nelson.

*          *          End          *          *
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