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Howard talks more
troops on secret visit

By David Crowe

Prime Minister John Howard made a
surprise visit to Afghanistan yester-
day to gauge whether more Aust-
ralian troops should be deployed to
the strife-torn nation to help combat
a Taliban offensive.

Amid tight security and under a
shroud of secrecy, Mr Howard was
set to meet with President Hamid
Karzai late last night to discuss the
potential need for an increased Aust-
ralian presence.

The visit with Defence Force chief
Angus Houston included a briefing
with US General Dan McNeil, the
head of the NATO-led International
Security and Assistance Force and
the supreme commander of military
operations in the country.

The Prime Minister secretly
departed from his scheduled return
to Australia from Japan on
Wednesday morning, taking his VIP
jet direct from Tokyo to the Middle
East.

The unannounced flight was
added at the last minute to his three-
day trip to Japan to sign a security
treaty with his Japanese counterpart
Shinzo Abe.

After spending a night in Abu
Dhabi, Mr Howard boarded a C130
Hercules aircraft for the hair-raising
journey of more than three hours
into Afghanistan.

He flew to the southern town of
Tarin Kowt where he toured training
facilities, lunched with Australian
soldiers and addressed a gathering of
more than 150 troops.

After addressing the Australian
troops, Mr Howard flew on to Kabul
to meet Mr Karzai.

Mr Howard told the Australian
troops it was not an easy task for
them to combine their “emphatic
military capacity” with their work
helping the Afghans to eventually
look after themselves.

“We are providing security but also
reaching out the hand of friendship,”
he said.

“You really have done great
honour for your country, you've
impressed our allies, everyone wants
to work with you. You have won the
hearts and minds of the local
people.”

Many of the soldiers at Tarin Kowt
are due to leave for home shortly to
be replaced by another contingent.

When given a chance to ask
questions of Mr Howard, one soldier
asked why Australian troops were not
allowed to wear the NATO medal. Air
Chief Marshal Houston said he was
looking into it but it was not the sort
of medal Australians normally wore.

Mr Howard toured Australian
reconstruction efforts in the south of

the country in an effort to evaluate
how field operations were holding up
in the face of the Taliban’s renewed
campaign.

The Australian reconstruction
team began work in September 2006
but was later expanded with the
addition of about 100 additional
infantry to protect all engineers out
in the field. The addition of the
infantry unit was an acknowledge-
ment that the Taliban had begun to
pose a greater threat to the
Australians.

Mr Howard’s visit came on the
same day that a suicide bomber
struck near a police convoy in
eastern Afghanistan, killing five
people and wounding 38 in the latest
in a growing wave of attacks.

Suicide attacks have become a key
weapon for Taliban insurgents who
made 2006 the bloodiest year in
Afghanistan since US forces drove
the hard-line regime from power in
late 2001.

The visit is Mr Howard’s first to
Afghanistan in almost two years and
comes as he confronts a slide in the
polls against Labor leader Kevin
Rudd and clear resistance from many
voters to the idea of increasing
Australia’s overseas troop
commitments.

Mr Howard announced in late
February that another 70 army
instructors would be sent to Iraq.

Although Australia has not
formally decided to commit the extra
troops, it is canvassing the idea of
sending as many as 450 troops
including a special air service group
and possibly an air defence radar
team. The new forces would add to
550 Australians already in the
country including two combat engin-
eering teams rebuilding basic
services in Tarin Kowt.

Mr Howard and Air Chief Marshal
Houston reviewed projects built or
supported by the engineering teams
including the local hospital, high
school, mosque and wells.

Mr Howard was briefed by
Lieutenant-Colonel Mick Ryan, the
Australian commander in the area,
part of what is considered one of the
more dangerous parts of the country.

The NATO force is facing an
ongoing Taliban insurgency in
southern Afghanistan.

About 4500 NATO troops and 1000
Afghan troops launched an operation
dubbed as Operation Achilles in the
southern Helmand province last
Tuesday against Taliban militants.

The Taliban has claimed 2000
suicide bombers will launch a bloody
spring offensive against foreign
troops in the country. More than 400
people, mostly militants, have been
killed this year in Afghanistan. -AFR

Taliban: PM ups the ante

SURPRISE: John Howard meets Australian soldiers at Tarin Kowt in Afghanistan where he flew unannounced after his three-day trip to Japan. Picture: Fairfax

Al-Qaeda man admits to 9/11, Bali

By Jim Mannion
in Washington

Top al-Qaeda operative Khalid Sheik
Mohammed says he organised the
September 11 attacks and dozens of
other terrorist plots and strikes,
including the 2002 Bali nightclub
bombings and planned hits on the
US and Israeli embassies in
Canberra. According to a transcript
of a closed military hearing at the US
camp in Guantanamo Bay, the
Pakistani claimed responsibility for
the September 11, 2001, attacks.

In his rambling confession, a
transcript of which was issued in his
name yesterday, Mohammed also
claimed responsibility for some 30
terrorist attacks and plots.

They included the 2002 Bali
bombings, which killed more than
200 people including 88 Australians,
and failed assassination attempts on
former US presidents Bill Clinton

TERROR: Khalid Sheik Mohammed
claims responsibility for attacks.

and Jimmy Carter, and Pope John
Paul II during a trip to the
Philippines.
He also said he was behind the
1993 World Trade Centre bombing.
“I'was responsible for the 9/11

Operation, from Ato Z,” the
statement read in Mohammed’s
name said, according to the
transcript.

Although he did not read the
statement himself, Mohammed told
the tribunal he wrote it.

He also made rambling statement
justifying his actions as part of a holy
war against the United States.

“What I wrote here, is not I'm
making myself hero, when I said I
was responsible for this or that,” he
said in broken English.

“But you are military man. You
know very well there are language for
anywar . . . If America they want to
invade Iraq, they will not send for
Saddam roses or kisses. They send
for abombardment.

“For sure [ am American
enemies.”

ANU terrorism expert Clive
Williams said there appeared to be a
level of self-aggrandisement in

Mohammed’s claims, with his
involvement in the Bali bombing
only by way of some financial
assistance. However, Foreign
Minister Alexander Downer said
Australians should be concerned
about his links to the Bali attacks.
“We’re obviously glad Khalid Sheik
Mohammed is in Guantanamo Bay,
we're glad that he’s facing justice and
it’'simportant he does so because by
his own admission his behaviour has
been beyond the pale,” he said. He
also backed Pakistan’s embattled
military ruler, pointing to his key role
in the war against terrorism.
Pakistani lawyers have staged
angry protests against President
Pervez Musharraf for suspending
Pakistan’s chief justice and
restricting his movements.
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Volunteers resign en masse

WEATHER

Inquiry
kills offt
Access
Card law

By Peter Martin
Economics Editor

The Federal Government’s con-
tentious Access Card legislation,
which is before the Senate, is
effectively dead.

Human Services Minister Chris
Ellison agreed last night to with-
draw and recast it in the wake of a
scathing report by a Senate com-
mittee, half of whose members are
Liberal Party senators and which
suspected the card would become
a de facto ID card.

The Human Services (Enhanced
Service Delivery) Bill passed
through the House of
Representatives last month. The
Government had already issued
two tenders for running the
scheme and had planned to roll it
out early next year. It is under-
stood to have spent millions of
dollars on the scheme on the
assumption it would become law.

The Bill was to have been put to
a vote in the Senate next week.

In a report tabled out of session
late yesterday, the Senate’s
Finance and Public Adminis-
tration Committee recommended
the entire scheme go back to the
drawing board for redrafting.

The committee, chaired by
Queensland Liberal senator Brett
Mason, complained that it had
been asked to approve the scheme
on “blind faith” without knowing
what was to be in a second related
piece of legislation yet to be
drafted.

In strongly critical language it
said the fact two tenders were
taking place while it conducted its
inquiry could be seen as
undermining its authority “by cre-
ating the impression that passage
of this legislation is preordained,
rendering Senate oversight
superfluous”.

The committee rejected the
Government’s claim the proposed
card would be used only for the
purpose of accessing Medicare
and other government services. It
found that “the inclusion of a
photograph on the face of the card
virtually guarantees its rapid evol-
ution into a widely accepted
national form of identification”.

It recommended that to prevent
the card from becoming a national
identity card the Government con-
sider including no information on
its face other than the cardholder’s
name.

The Bill makes it a criminal
offence punishable by up to five
years in prison for any unauthor-
ised person to require a card-
holder to produce a card.
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