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interview with FRAN KELLY
Breakfast with Fran Kelly
10 November 2006
E&oe……………Donald Rumsfeld, Iraq
FRAN KELLY:
Well, as promised, our Defence Minister, Brendan Nelson, joins us now. 


Minister, good morning.

BRENDAN NELSON:
Good morning Fran.

FRAN KELLY:
Minister, President Bush has declared a fresh perspective and new ideas are needed in Iraq. Do you agree?

BRENDAN NELSON:
Well the President, I think, it's fairly clear that the …whilst the overall strategic objective remains unchanged and that is that people of Iraq shape and form their own democracy and train their security forces, that I think it's clear that we're continually in the process of looking at the tactics to deliver the ultimate outcome. But I don't anticipate we'll see any major change at all from the overall objective. 

FRAN KELLY:
Well if we're talking about a new perspective though, what does that mean – a fresh perspective and new ideas – if it's not major change?

BRENDAN NELSON:
Well the President has announced that Robert Gates will become the new Defence Secretary and whilst I don't expect to see any overall change to the objectives for Iraq, new people obviously bring a different perspective on managing the issues and the day to day tactics.  But I can only say on behalf of the Australian Government that our objective and our soldiers are working on this as we speak, Fran, our objective is to see that the Iraqi security forces are trained to the point where they progressively take over the security of their own country, working for the democratically elected government which they now have.

FRAN KELLY:
Our Prime Minister dismissed the resignation of Donald Rumsfeld yesterday as gesture politics. Do you think that's all it was, because certainly the President seemed to be saying it was more than that?  He seemed to be saying, by saying it's time for a fresh perspective that the Rumsfeld perspective has failed. Isn't that what this dismissal amounts to?

BRENDAN NELSON:
Well look, firstly I've had a number of dealings with Donald Rumsfeld. I think he's a great man. He's been a champion of freedom. He's been a great man for his country. He's worked extremely hard and in terms of interpreting whatever the President's objectives are in changing the Defence Secretary, one of the issues, not the only issue, but one of the issues that featured in the mid term elections of course was the progress in Iraq and how Americans saw it. And so for that reason, I expect that the President took the opportunity to change his Defence Secretary. 


But as I've said myself, in relation to Australian Defence policy, just because you change your Defence Minister or your Defence Secretary, doesn't mean you change the overall policy.

FRAN KELLY:
That's right but in this case the President is very clearly stating that a change in Defence Secretary will mean a change in perspective, new ideas.

BRENDAN NELSON:
Well clearly any new person, coming to a position like that, brings their own experiences, ideas and nuances to the task.  I don't think any of us should get hung up on trying to excessively interpret, Fran, what the President may mean. As far as I'm concerned, he means what he says and he says what he means. And the reality is, Fran, that whether you agree or disagree with what we have all done in ending the dreadful regime of Saddam Hussein, the worst thing that any of us can do – and anybody who has been to Iraq has an understanding of what we're all doing there and listened to the Iraqi Government itself – knows that the worst thing we can do now is prematurely leave Iraq. 


It's a question of how do we best advance the interests and desires and express views of the Iraqi people through their elected government? How do we move beyond the now 300,000 Iraqis trained to look after their own security? How do we reach the point where we can make a judgement with the Iraqis, with the Americans, the British and the other 25 allies we're working with at a point where we might substantially draw down?


Fran, every single one of us does not want our soldiers – American, British, Australian, Romanian or any of the others – to be in Iraq a day longer than they need to be there. But this is a struggle not only to see that the Iraqi people themselves are emancipated, it's a struggle for stability in that part of the world.  And you must understand that if we do not leave Iraq in a situation where it can manage its own affairs, it will destabilise that region and embolden the terrorists who are fundamentally opposed in a global sense to the values represented by the United States, Britain, Australia and a range of countries throughout the world.

FRAN KELLY:
But Minister, aren't there sometimes lessons to be learnt in a bit of reflection. I mean for a long time there was intense criticism of the strategy run by Donald Rumsfeld, even his own generals have gone public, saying he got it wrong in Iraq. The specific criticism, which even Paul Bremer made in his book, was that under the insistence of Donald Rumsfeld the US got it wrong at the very start of this campaign. There were too few troops sent in on the ground. There was a lack of exit strategy. Unless we acknowledge the mistakes made, perhaps we're in danger of running into the same sort of mistakes on the way forward.

BRENDAN NELSON:
Well Fran, it is very easy in hindsight to look at anything, particularly something as large, as complex, as necessary and as important as Iraq. It's very easy with hindsight to look back and suggest that different approaches might have been taken at a different time.
FRAN KELLY:
Well, with respect Minister, those criticisms were being made at the time.

BRENDAN NELSON:
Fran, my responsibility is to see that Australia upholds our responsibility to the Iraqis and our own global security interests and see that our troops are able to complete the task they've been given.  We're at the forefront of the progress that is being made in Iraq. We're at the forefront of the way Iraq is ultimately going to be, in the sense that we are looking after the first two provinces in Iraq that have transferred to provincial Iraqi control. 


The intention is, working with the British and our other allies in southern Iraq, that at sometime next year the Coalition will be able to move to that overwatch role for southern Iraq and the other two provinces that are in it. In other words, we work with the provincial government of southern provincial Iraq. We also work with tribal leaders. We're training the army. We're working with the police forces and obviously what we do is we provide that security back up in case some dreadful events happen in the provinces we're looking for…
FRAN KELLY:
Minister…

BRENDAN NELSON:
Now that's ultimately, Fran, the way Iraq itself is going to go and don't forget that the Australian media and the other media reports all of the bloodshed, the terrible things that are going on where you've got insurgents, you've got sectarian violence, you've got terrorists who are attempting to foment the violence in Iraq but please remember that essentially 95 per cent of that violence occurs in four of the eighteen provinces of the country.

FRAN KELLY:
It may be only in four but with respect, Minister, the …it's going very wrong, very badly in those four. Twelve more people killed yesterday, civility seems a long way off. Do we…if it's working well in the provinces where our troops are working off, then if we're talking about a fresh perspective and new ideas, what is the fresh perspective? Does Australia have something to contribute there and are we talking about a fresh perspective militarily, diplomatically, strategically?

BRENDAN NELSON:
Well Fran, next month, I will be going to Washington, with Alexander Downer, the Foreign Minister. I will also be going to London and we will be having discussions with the new Defence Secretary, Robert Gates and Condoleezza Rice. We'll do the same with our colleagues in the United Kingdom. One thing that I do not expect will be changing and the view that I will certainly be putting on behalf of the Australian Government is that we remain committed to supporting the Iraqi Government and their people to shape the democracy as they want to see it, to support the further training of their security forces and to progressively move Iraq toward the point where it is substantially able to care for its own affairs. 


I don't expect, Fran, that the Americans will be moving from that position, but how in a tactical day to day sense we best achieve it, they're the things that we are continually talking about. We're talking about it within our own military. We talk about that with our allies and certainly we talk about it with the Iraqis. And please remember, what Nuri al-Maliki, the Prime Minister of Iraq, said to me. When I said to him, Prime Minister, what would you have me say to Australians who think that we should abandon your country now? He said, despite the bloodshed and the dreadful things that have happened in Iraq, Iraqis highly covet their new found political and economic freedoms.


These people, Fran, have no less a right to those freedoms than any other country in the world including our own. We've got a responsibility to see the job through and I can assure you that's exactly what we're going to do.

FRAN KELLY:
All right. Brendan Nelson, thank you very much for joining us on Breakfast.

BRENDAN NELSON:
Thank you Fran.

FRAN KELLY:
Defence Minister, Brendan Nelson. And the Minister will be giving a speech at the National War Memorial in Canberra tomorrow for Remembrance Day.

*          *          End          *          *
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