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REPATRIATION OF FLGOFF HERBERT AND PLTOFF CARVER

RAAF BASE RICHMOND

10:30 AM, 31 AUGUST 2009

CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY

· Flying Officer Michael Herbert’s family; his brother Shane Herbert.

· Pilot Officer Robert Carver’s family; his sister-in-law Susanna, his nephew Adam and Adam’s wife Nicole.  

· The veteran community who have gathered to welcome home Flying Officer Herbert and Pilot Officer Carver.

· Chief of Air Force, Air Marshal Mark Binskin.

· Leader of the Opposition, Malcolm Turnbull.

· Parliamentary Secretary for Defence Support, Dr Mike Kelly. 

I am honoured to be here today representing the Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, and the Minister for Defence, Senator John Faulkner on this important occasion. 

This ceremony marks the arrival of Flying Officer Michael Patrick Herbert and Pilot Officer Robert Charles Carver finally back home to Australia from Vietnam, a country in which both lost their lives while serving Australia during the Vietnam War.
It was 39 years ago when Michael and Robert failed to return to base following a routine mission. All these years of not knowing what happened must have been heartbreaking for their families, friends and colleagues. 39 years of grief and sorrow.
At 7.00 pm on 3 November 1970, Flying Officer Herbert and Pilot Officer Carver took off from Phan Rang airfield in the Canberra bomber A84-231 – call sign Magpie 91. 

Their mission was a Combat Skyspot sortie, a night bombing operation conducted at high altitude where the bombers were guided to their targets by radar controllers. Shortly after take-off Pilot Officer Carver established contact with their United States Air Force mission controller, Captain W.J. Hanig, for direction to the target in central Vietnam. 

The mission was expected to be relatively routine — the weather was fine and the aircraft was flying at 22 000 feet (6700m), well above the range of anti-aircraft artillery, and there were no known enemy surface-to-air missiles in the area. At 8.22 pm they reached their designated target area without incident and dropped six M117 750-pound bombs. 

As they turned for home they received confirmation from the radar operator on the successful completion of the bombing run. Moments later they inexplicably vanished from the radar screen. For the next three days, Australian and American aircraft searched for the missing airmen but failed to find any trace of them. 

The mystery of where the aircraft crashed has finally been solved thanks to work completed by many Australians including a dedicated team of investigators. 

The investigation was exhaustive and included engagement with Australian, American, Thai and Vietnamese (South and North) veterans of the Vietnam War and assistance from the Defence Science and Technology Organisation.

As Flying Officer Herbert and Pilot Officer Carver are the last two missing Australian Defence Force members found in Vietnam this ceremony marks the end of an era. 
After all the tumult of the Vietnam War, a conflict which shaped a generation, Australia can now close this chapter of its history.

Many lives have been lost, many others indelibly affected. Today we honour all of those who served and we sincerely thank them. 
I acknowledge the passion and commitment of Jim Bourke and his Operation Aussies Home colleagues for the full accounting for all our Missing in Action from Vietnam. 

I thank the Government of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam for their generosity, and we are particularly indebted to the Vietnamese Veterans and Government Officials who were so forthcoming with information, advice and assistance. Together we have a common desire to account for our war deceased.

Invaluable assistance has been given by a number of former North Vietnamese and Viet Cong soldiers and their commanders as well as many local villagers and their compassion and commitment to assisting this vital mission is greatly appreciated.

Most of all, on behalf of the Australian Government I acknowledge the momentous sacrifice of Michael Herbert and Robert Carver and of their families. 
I hope this homecoming will bring some comfort to you, your families, Michael and Robert’s friends, and their mates who had to leave them behind. 

I hope this brings some comfort to all Australian service men and women of the Vietnam War who were denied the homecoming they so deserved.
With the passage of time, and the return of all who were missing, I thank all of them once again on behalf of the Government and the Australian people. 
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