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WORLD WAR II DIGGERS TO BE LAID TO REST IN PNG
Greg Combet, Minister for Defence Personnel, Materiel and Science
E&OE

GREG COMBET:
The Government is announcing this afternoon the discovery of a number of sets of remains of Australian soldiers in Papua New Guinea, and that these remains will be interred on 1 December at Bomana War Cemetery near Port Moresby.

Two of the sets of remains have been identified and of course communicated to the families of the soldiers concerned.

The two soldiers whose remains have been recovered are Lieutenant Talbot Logan, 29 years of age at the time of his death, and Lance Sergeant James Wheeler, 23 years old.

These circumstances, of course, are important at any time, but especially important and sensitive moments for members of those soldiers' families. I'll indicate in a moment a little bit of the background to their service in PNG. But on 1 December it is intended that their remains be interred, as I said, in the Bomana War Cemetery near Port Moresby.

Two other sets of remains, thought to be those of Australian soldiers also, have been recovered. But, after extensive work that identified the remains of Lieutenant Logan and the remains of Lance Sergeant Wheeler, the identification work that's been rather painstaking for almost a year has been unable to result in identification of the two other sets of remains, and they will be interred in the Bomana War Cemetery with a headstone, Known Unto God.

Another four sets of remains have also been recovered, and these are believed to be of Japanese soldiers. And arrangements are being put in place for the transfer of those remains to the Japanese Embassy in Port Moresby.

Obviously this work has been underway for a considerable period of time, and a lot of painstaking work, including DNA analysis, has been undertaken, leading to the identification of Lieutenant Logan and Lance Sergeant Wheeler.

On that front, if I could just outline briefly the circumstances of their service in PNG leading to their being killed in action.

In relation to Lance Sergeant James Wheeler, in January 1943, Lance Sergeant Wheeler, who was 23 years of age, was part of a two man Australian Artillery forward observation party in support of I Company, 126th Infantry Regiment. Lance Sergeant Wheeler was in a position as forward observer, assistant to an Australian forward observer who at the time was Lieutenant Daniels from 2/1 Field Regiment, Royal Australian Artillery, which were supporting a US infantry unit operating near Huggins Road Block. While attempting to retrieve the body of Lieutenant Daniels, who had been hit by a Japanese sniper, Lance Sergeant Wheeler was also unfortunately shot and killed.

Lance Sergeant Wheeler was born on 29 August 1919 at Narrabri in New South Wales, and he enlisted in the army in Narrabri on 29 October 1939.

In relation to Lieutenant Talbot Logan, who was 29 years of age, he was shot by a Japanese sniper just short of the beach at Buna between the mouth of the Simemi Creek and Giropa Point on 1 January 1943.

Lieutenant Logan was in command of 9 Platoon, 2/12 Battalion during the attack to capture Buna Mission.

Lieutenant Logan was born 10 February 1913 - [coughs] excuse me - in Kenya, and he enlisted in the Australian Army on 20 October 1939 at Hughenden in Queensland. 

Now, those members of the families of both men have been contacted by the army in recent weeks, and obviously informed of the circumstances. And both families have requested that their privacy be respected, and they have released a brief statement that's contained in the release that we're issuing at the moment.

I'll be happy to take any questions.

QUESTION:
Why the decision not to bring them home and bury them?

GREG COMBET:
Oh, the convention in relation to these matters for those who are killed in action and are missing are from the Second World War, and in a theatre in PNG, under the Commonwealth arrangements is that they be interred in a Commonwealth war grave cemetery, and that's what Bomana War Cemetery is.

QUESTION:
[Indistinct] remains originally found and when?

GREG COMBET:
They were fo… or one set of remains was found some time ago, and was held in the Australian High Commission for a period of time. And aside from the extensive and painstaking work to formally identify the remains, there is a process of review that the Defence Force is undertaking to identify, you know, obviously whether the period of time in which the remains were held in the High Commission could have been achieved…

QUESTION:
That was 12 years, I understand.

GREG COMBET:
I don't believe it was that period of time, but it was clearly, you know, an extensive period of time, and it's not something that's appropriate for me to comment on extensively other than to say that the Government and Defence are conducting a review to identify exactly why there was such a period of time involved. But it's taken over the last year or so to be able to do the identification that's been achieved.

There are a number of sets of remains in the Australian High Commission in Port Moresby in this circumstance and we need to properly evaluate why such a period of time was involved.

QUESTION:
The ones that are - haven't been able to be identified; will work continue to try and achieve that, or has everything been done?

GREG COMBET:
Everything has been done that's been possible to try and achieve identification. These are remains, obviously, that have been in PNG for a considerable period of time and they're in such a state that it's not been possible to achieve identification of them.

QUESTION:
Of the pair that were identified, were either of them, the remains that were discovered in January this year?

GREG COMBET:
As I understand it, yes. One set of remains was discovered at Buna in February this year, and I believe that to be Lieutenant Logan.

QUESTION:
Were these - had these remains been formally buried, or had they just lain on the top of the ground?

GREG COMBET:
Well, obviously, some remains that I've referred to were recovered or forward[sic]. The review of these circumstances will reveal the facts but provided in some way to the Australia High Commission over a period of time. They were held in the High Commission's vault, I'm advised.

And, once the review of the circumstances have been completed we'll be able to give you a more comprehensive answer as to why they were there for such a period of time.

QUESTION:
Who is conducting the review?

GREG COMBET:
Defence is conducting the review.

And, so we'll get the answers to that and make them available when that's completed. But in relation to the remains discovered at Buna, as I said, obviously, the identification process took place as quickly as it could do.

QUESTION:
Do you know our - any sense of reaction from the families?

GREG COMBET:
Well, yes. The Army has been in contact with both families and both have indicated, as I've said before, that they wish to have their privacy respected, but I think, as you would expect, in any circumstances, those relatives descended from both Lieutenant Logan and Lance Sergeant Wheeler, have expressed their - you know, their welcoming of the fact that finally their remains have been recovered and identified and will be properly interred in the Bomana War Cemetery.

QUESTION:
Where'd the Japanese remains, those that were found near a river - on a riverbank - about a year ago?

GREG COMBET:
I'm not - sorry, I don't know the circumstance, Brendan. I'm sorry. But obviously that'll be part of the investigation that's being undertaken, and they will be, as I said, the subject of discussion with the Japanese Embassy in Port Moresby.

QUESTION:
Are there others - do you have any idea of how many other potential sets of remain may be out there, and are still waiting to be identified?

GREG COMBET:
Oh, well there are many. You know, no-one could tell you with great precision, but of course, many Australian soldiers were lost in the battles in PNG and their remains continue to be in Papua New Guinea, and obviously we would like to recover all sets of remains, but I think the process will continue over a considerable period of time. 

As you're aware, we're only just dealing with the recovery of a set of remains at Frommelles in France, and there's a lot of work to go too on the recovery of remains from many other theatres of conflict in which Australian's have been involved.

QUESTION:
Mr Combet, was it worrying to you at all that the reporting of Prime Minister Rudd's visit to Afghanistan was broken, the embargo on that?

GREG COMBET:
You know, it's a[sic] very important that security is respected in all of these circumstances, but the most important thing is that the Prime Minister was in Afghanistan, able to review the strategic issues, including with General McChrystal and the ADF leadership in Afghanistan, but most importantly, able to commemorate Remembrance Day with Australian troops in Afghanistan.

QUESTION:
Mr Combet, there's some reporting that you're going to delay the signing on buying Joint Strike Fighters. Do you still have concerns about the viability of the aircraft? Or the capabilities of the aircraft?

GREG COMBET:
Well, as has also been reported I was in the United States quite recently, about a month ago. One of the principal reasons that I was in the US was to review progress and the development of the Joint Strike Fighter and I came away from the States with increased confidence in the capability of the aircraft as it is developed. 

The Lockheed Martin production line has now got the first production aircraft on the line and the test and evaluation program is well and truly underway and importantly the US Administration and the Pentagon are extremely committed to the program. And so I had extensive discussion about the capability of the JSF, the cost, the schedule to be met, the technical list that's remaining, and the Government has considerable confidence in the program.

It's going to be a very important capability, but of course, we are in the process of going through the detailed work to make the acquisition decisions and consider the appropriate timing for tho… the acquisition to take place.

QUESTION:
Mr Combet, is there any thought from the Government that that 12 submarines might be debated and that might actually be paying for six or 10, or is 12 set in stone?

GREG COMBET:
Well, the Defence White Paper that the Government released in April of this year, of course, reflected very extensive consideration of Australia's national security and defence requirements going out for many years, and in particular, of course, we were projecting forward to around the year 2030, and what would be the force requirements that the Australian Defence Force would have, given the security challenges that we may face, and the consideration in considerable detail, as you would imagine, was given to the necessity for the replacement of the Collins Class submarine and the number of submarines and the capability that they would need to have, for any replacement submarine force. 

And 12 was the conclusion coming out of the White Paper process and there's no suggestion that we're about to re-write it. There was a lot of work went into determining that figure.

Thank you.
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