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E&OE

SPEAKER: Elizabeth Jackson and Minister for Defence, the Hon. Joel Fizgibbon
ELIZABETH JACKSON:
Australia's involvement in Afghanistan has been discussed at a meeting of defence ministers in Halifax, Nova Scotia. The Minister for Defence, Joel Fitzgibbon was at those talks and he joins us now.

Minister, welcome. 

The US President-Elect, Barack Obama, has spoken of the need for a troop surge in Afghanistan. Did the US Defence Secretary, Robert Gates, provide any details on how that might happen?
JOEL FITZGIBBON:
Well of course Secretary Gates is in a limited position only to talk about what the new administration may or may not do. But certainly he reaffirmed the determination of the United States to do more in Afghanistan and he left us in no doubt today that we should expect them to do so.
ELIZABETH JACKSON:
Was a timeframe discussed? 
JOEL FITZGIBBON:
A timeframe? Not specifically. Again, your listeners might be aware that the United States has charged General Petraeus, the commander of Central Command to review our work in Afghanistan and he'll report in probably February of next year. And until that review and that report is forthcoming, it's difficult to put a timeline on it. but I was left in no doubt today that the US is poised to do significantly more in terms of troop numbers in Afghanistan and we won't have to wait too long to see it.
ELIZABETH JACKSON:
So what sort of numbers were they talking about?
JOEL FITZGIBBON:
Well throughout the course of the presidential campaign you saw both President-Elect Obama and John McCain talk about up to three brigade combat teams and so we'd expect that at the very, very least. But I left the meeting today feeling confident that we might even go beyond those numbers. That would represent a significant surge and would be a great boost to the security situation in Afghanistan. 
ELIZABETH JACKSON:
Were you asked to contribute extra Australian troops?
JOEL FITZGIBBON:
No I wasn't but I had a number of both formal and informal conversations with Secretary Gates. He indicated to me as he always does that they are high - have a very high regard and place a very high value on Australia's contribution. They understand that we're at about capacity and we're not in a position to do a whole lot more. I'm sure Secretary Gates' focus and no doubt President-Elect Obama's focus is not on Australia but on those NATO nations which I would best describe as under-committed.
ELIZABETH JACKSON:
If you are asked at some point in the future to contribute more troops, what would your response be?
JOEL FITZGIBBON:
Well it's a highly hypothetical question, given what I just said. We are the largest non-NATO contributor in Afghanistan, the tenth, ninth or tenth largest contributor overall. We believe we're punching above our weight and I've said on many occasions in the past that we'd have no intention of doing more in Afghanistan while [indistinct] so many European nations remain so under committed.
ELIZABETH JACKSON:
So that situation hasn't changed?
JOEL FITZGIBBON:
Well that situation hasn't changed and no doubt President-Elect Obama will be putting in some very hard work on a number of European nations, trying to persuade them to do more and for some to remove some of the caveats they have on their deployment. So we'll wait and see how that pans out. But again Secretary Gates indicated to me that they're highly appreciative of what we're doing in Oruzgan province and he didn't, in any way, indicate that they'd be looking for us to do more.
ELIZABETH JACKSON:
What part then will the Australian troops play in this surge when it happens?
JOEL FITZGIBBON:
Well no part necessarily in the surge. I mean the surge is about improving the security situation. Secretary Gates left me in no doubt that a large number of those troops would be deployed to regional command south. That's the command area we - in which we operate. Specifically we're in Oruzgan province. So the point is that, you know, we made good gains in Oruzgan province, clearing the insurgents and spreading our influence, only to have that ground too often re-taken by insurgents because the afghan national army doesn't have the capacity to hold that ground.


So our focus is on building the capacity of the afghan national army. Recently we reconfigured our deployment to create what we call an omelette, that is a mentoring team that goes in and embeds itself with an afghan battalion as a means of training them up to greater capacity. Now I'd expect in terms of the US surge, they'd be coming in and doing the same and building that capacity on a larger scale.
ELIZABETH JACKSON:
Minister, thank you.
JOEL FITZGIBBON:
That's a pleasure.

ELIZABETH JACKSON:
That's the Australian Defence Minister, Joel Fitzgibbon, joining us live from Halifax, Nova Scotia, after a series of meetings about Australia's involvement in Afghanistan.
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