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Geoffrey Garrett:  Good evening and thanks for coming to attention so quickly. I’d like to welcome everyone here this evening for what I’m sure you’ll agree is going to be a very special event: Reflections on the Australia United States Alliance with former Prime Minister John Howard in a moderated conversation with Editor-at-Large of The Australian Paul Kelly. My name’s Geoff Garrett, I’m the Chief Executive of the US Studies Centre at the University of Sydney and on behalf of the members of the Centre’s Board of Directors and Council of Advisers who are here with us tonight it’s my pleasure to be hosting this evening’s event. We’re going to follow up tonight with a similar conversation between Paul and Bob Hawke which is going to take place in early May, so please stay tuned for details on that event. The order of proceedings this evening is very simple. In a moment, I’m going to cede the floor to Paul Kelly. Paul will then engage with the former Prime Minister in a conversation for about 50 minutes, then the balance of our time will be open to questions from you all and Paul has suggested to me that he might like to intervene in that part of proceedings as well and I’ll just introduce the Q&A. This is one of those occasions when the cliché holds that the two people to my left on the stage require no introduction, but I do think it’s appropriate that there be some short introduction, so let me first introduce our guest of honour, John Howard. John Howard AC was the 25th Prime Minister of Australia and after Robert Menzies the country’s longest-serving Prime Minister, holding office from 1996-2007. He is a graduate of the University of Sydney. His Government saw fit in 2006 to create the US Studies Centre for which many people in this room and most notably myself owe him our eternal thanks. Today he is an active member of the Centre’s Council of Advisers. John Howard was elected to Federal Parliament for the seat of Bennelong in 1974 and he was elevated to the position of Treasurer in the Government of Malcolm Fraser in 1977 at the tender age of 38. When he was in that office he laid the foundations for the deregulation and liberalisation of the Australian economy from which the country continues to benefit. John Howard’s record of accomplishments as Prime Minister are well-known, presiding among other things over an extraordinary economic boom that we all still enjoy to this day. But tonight we’re here to hear from the former Prime Minister on Australia’s most important international relationship, that with the United States and one in which his level of personal involvement is arguably without precedent in Australia’s history and potentially in the history of the world as well. Despite the importance of APEC, East Timor, the Asian Financial Crisis, the Australia-US Free Trade Agreement, the focus of the Howard years certainly as they pertain to the United States inevitably will focus on the extraordinary events surrounding the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the defining event of the last decade, an event that redefined Australia’s relationship with the United States and changed the course of the world. John Howard was involved literally from day one in the global response to the terrorist attacks of September the 11th. 

He’s written about that and his remarkable life and his remarkable life in politics in his memoirs Lazarus Rising. Tonight he’s graciously agreed to reflect on his and Australia’s relationship with the United States – John Howard.

John Howard:  Thank you. 

Geoffrey Garrett:  John’s interlocutor this evening is Paul Kelly. Paul, I think it’s fair to say and probably without any dispute, is Australia’s pre-eminent political journalist. He also is a graduate of the University of Sydney. He has covered in The Australian, written books about, presented TV programs on, been interviewed about literally every major political story in Australia and affecting Australia since at least the ouster of the Whitlam Government, three and a half decades ago. He has served as Editor-in-Chief of The Australian from 1991 to 1996 before becoming its Editor-at-Large and the paper’s chief columnist. Paul’s combination of incisive analysis and equally acute speaking and writing I certainly consider a model to which all journalists and aspiring journalist should aspire. His latest book, the March of Patriots, artfully marries two unlikely bedfellows in the making of contemporary Australia: Paul Keating and John Howard. Paul is a frequent visitor to the United States; he spent much of January there this year and an astute observer of American politics and Australia-US relations. There is literally no one better placed in Australia to engage in tonight’s conversation with John Howard than Paul Kelly. Paul welcome, the floor is yours.

Paul Kelly:  Thank you very much Geoff, it’s great to be here tonight. John Howard as Prime Minister dealt with two very different American Presidents, the suave but elusive Democrat Bill Clinton for four years and the fopsy but assertive Republican George W Bush for seven years. Mr Howard has described his relations with President Bush as the closest ever between an Australian Prime Minister and a US President, a judgement few would dispute. There are however varying assessments about the Howard-Clinton relationship. Mr Howard, welcome to this conversation. Let me begin by asking you, did you set out to establish from the start a close personal relationship with President Bush and if so, why not Bill Clinton?

John Howard:  I suppose it’s a question of sequence, Clinton came in first, the circumstances of my meeting Clinton for the first time were totally different from the circumstances of my meeting Bush for the first time. I met Bush for the first time on the 10th of September 2011 (sic 2001). I only have to state the date to emphasise the difference. I also came to office in ’96 when the predominant preoccupation I had was domestic policy. It would surprise some people who later delivered commentaries on my time as Prime Minister to know that I actually visited Tokyo and Jakarta and Beijing as Prime Minister before I visited Washington or London as Prime Minister, not because I regarded our relationships with those three Asian countries as overwhelmingly more important than our relationships with Britain and the United States, but rather because those latter relationships were ones that were well-established and my credentials in relation to them were unquestioned. But your real point is that I, I mean I did set out to establish a close relationship with George Bush. I think one of the reasons for it was that I saw in him some similar philosophical perspectives; I thought his worldview and mine would probably be a little closer, but I wouldn’t want that to mean that I didn’t have a good relationship with Clinton. I think there’s been a tendency, based in part on the fact that he sort of kept me waiting once 20 minutes for a meeting, there’s been a little too much of a tendency to suggest I had a poor relationship with him. 

I actually had quite a good relationship over time and in the end he proved after some difficulties at the beginning, he proved to be a very strong supporter of our intervention in East Timor and the logistic and intelligence support that the Americans delivered and the crucial visit of the then US Defence Secretary William Cohen to Jakarta and the message that was delivered during that visit, they were very, very important elements of the East Timor intervention.

Paul Kelly:  I wonder if I could just go back to the early …

John Howard:  Yeah sure.

Paul Kelly:  … years with Bill Clinton though, because the impression I have is that there was a lot of difficulty between yourself and Clinton in the period before the East Timor issue on one of your visits to the United States the issue of Australian lamb exports came up.

John Howard:  Mmm hmm.

Paul Kelly:  I think to a certain extent you felt that the Americans mishandled that trip; I’d like to ask you whether you felt that you as Prime Minister was treated with proper respect from the White House at that period of time.

John Howard:  Look, I don’t think I was treated disrespectfully; I thought the Clinton response on lamb was very insensitive, but it wasn’t the first American administration to be difficult on those issues, to be fair to Clinton. There are domestic, or there were and there continue to be domestic political imperatives for an American President and the same things existed when I had a discussion with George Bush about aspects of the American Free Trade Agreement, the US Free Trade Agreement. He said, “John there are, you know I can’t go any further on that because of the sensitivity of my domestic constituency.” So I mean, look I was much closer to Bush; we got off to a different start. I mean remember I was, I was Prime Minister and he was coming in. Clinton had been President and I was coming in, so the mechanics of the relationship were different and of course, I did, I’d only had one conversation with Bush over the telephone when he was a candidate before he became President. Our first telephone conversation was the day after Don Bradman died in early part of 2001 and he said that, he’d been well briefed, and he said to me, “I understand Don Bradman’s died and he was the Babe Ruth of Australia.” I said, “No Babe Ruth was the Don Bradman of the United States.” But so, that was our first conversation and we didn’t, I don’t think we spoke again until we met on the 10th of September and I have to say that that, the atmospherics of that visit were extraordinary before the attack on the morning of the 11th of September. We had this remarkable barbeque at the embassy residence and the whole Administration, top-level of the Administration, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Powell, several Supreme Court Judges, they all turned up. And then the next morning and the next day Bush would’ve spent about four hours with me. And we had a ceremony at the Naval Dockyard, this was to honour the 50th anniversary of ANZUS and then we had an extensive talk. There was no discussion of terrorism and we talked about free trade, Indonesia, Vladimir Putin, and it was extraordinary in retrospect, it was quite surreal when one reflects on it and …

Paul Kelly:  Well can I just ask you, what’s the real value of a personal relationship? Are there traps in a personal relationship, traps which might mislead individuals, Heads of Government, in terms of decision-making, to what extent do you get greater benefits from a personal relationship than what you would with an ordinary professional relationship? 

John Howard:  I think you do get benefits. I think the closeness of our relationship played a material part in getting the Free Trade Agreement. There was enormous resistance to the Free Trade Agreement within the American establishment, enormous resistance. And, because they don’t normally make Free Trade Agreements with developed countries, they went NAFTA, but that’s because of the, you know the physical proximity of the participants.

Paul Kelly:  Well I think one of the questions this raises …

John Howard:  There’s no doubt that that, the closeness of our relationship made a, made a very big difference.

Paul Kelly:  I mean, do you think based on your own experience that Republican administrations are more focused on Australia and Australia’s needs? It seems to me that you had more of a comfort zone dealing with Republicans. You knew President Bush senior, you had a very good relationship with Dick Cheney, with Colin Powell, to what extent do you think, based on your own experience, that the Republicans were more interested in Australia and more likely to deliver dividends for this country? 

John Howard:  Well I think it’s a, there’s a trap in generalising about Republican administrations and Australia and Democrat administrations and Australia, I mean they’re …

Paul Kelly:  But what about your own experience?

John Howard:  Yeah well my own experience was that I think the Clinton Administration was slightly more Atlantic-centric, I think if you use the old language. I think one of the things that Bush has received insufficient credit for is his policy in Asia. I thought his handling of China and his emphasis on the common relations between the democracies of Asia such as Australia, Japan and the United States and I think if things had been allowed to continue by extension also India, I think that was a very clever counterveillance in relation to China and I thought it was something that he, I felt he handled the Chinese Taiwan issue very well. I mean you remember when we first came into office in ’96 it was, we immediately saw our relationship with China plummet because of the Taiwan Straits issue at the time, which was the Clinton Administration was in office then, I’m not saying it was, it wasn’t necessarily Clinton’s fault, I’m not having a go at him, but I think Bush very quickly realised the best way of handling China and Taiwan was to keep the temperature down on both sides, to discourage any, too many unilateral declarations by the Taiwanese and that was an approach that I adopted. I thought that he had a more sophisticated understanding of our part of the world than he was given credit for. He was always ready to take advice in relation to Indonesia from us. Indonesia is a bit of a blind spot with most Americans and most Europeans. And I, it always amazes me that there’s insufficient recognition in both America and Europe of how extraordinary has been the transformation in Indonesia over the last ten years.

Paul Kelly:  Well I think this raises a very direct question, the question is to what extent can an Australian Government and an Australian Prime Minister influence the United States, influence United States thinking and influence United States policy and can you give us any examples that might come to mind of where you influenced American policy or thinking?

John Howard:  Well I think in relation to East Timor that at the beginning the Americans and the Clinton Administration were not the least bit focused. And I think the, what I said to Clinton and I think also what Alexander Downer said to Madeleine Albright …

Paul Kelly:  Well can you tell us what you said to Clinton?

John Howard:  Well, well I mean …

Paul Kelly:  I think this was the discussion when you asked him for …

John Howard:  Well I, originally what happened was that I rang and asked him whether he’d contribute any ground troops. And I had what I found at the time to be quite a fascinating conversation and he explained to me how heavily stretched the American military was and how it would be very, very difficult for them to provide any ground troops. Now my initial reaction was one of great disappointment and I sort of thought well you know that’s, it was a poor repayment of past loyalties and support, but …

Paul Kelly:  Is that what you said to him?

John Howard:  Oh, not exactly those words, but you know that was the clear implication. Then Alexander Downer went on CNN and was fairly direct, as he can be sometimes and very effectively and Madeleine Albright rang him up and complained about his tone and he said, “Well that’s how we feel.” And that had quite an affect and give Clinton his credit he picked that up very quickly and from then on he was very, very effective, very, very much so. I think the emergence of the trilateral security dialogue between Japan and the United States was, and Australia, I think we played a role in promoting that. I think we also played a role in encouraging a very pragmatic approach to China. George Bush was always conscious that we had a different take on China and as was Clinton. I mean Clinton at one stage after a very unsuccessful visit to America by Zhu Rongji, the then Chinese Premier at a meeting in, in, in the White House he actually asked me whether I would point out to the Chinese at the first available opportunity how keen the United States was to process China’s application to join the World Trade Organisation. And he felt that we had a, an easy relationship with the Chinese and of course by that time our relationship with China had recovered from the difficulties of 1996. You never want to overestimate. No country should overestimate its influence on the United States, because the United States is so much bigger and stronger and has a capacity to act unilaterally which no other country in the world has, but you should never underestimate it either and it’s a question of taking your opportunities so. I think in the lead up to the operation in Iraq, Bush took notice of the view I put that he owed it to Tony Blair to try and get a further United Nations resolution given the magnitude of the British military contribution and the domestic political difficulty that Blair was going through in the United Kingdom because, I know this is a bit away from your question, but domestically Blair’s challenge was much greater than Bush’s or mine because his own party didn’t support him. I think at the best a third of the British Labor Party supported Blair, a third were implacably hostile and the others increasingly sceptical. And it was a pretty gutsy performance, in my opinion, that he did what he did.

Paul Kelly:  I just, one of the questions in terms of our relations with the United States, particularly for a pro-American Prime Minister such as yourself is, to what extent do you think it’s important that the Australian public see that Australia has its own independent discretion within the alliance and has its own independent assessment and mindset within the alliance? 

I mean to what extent were you conscious of that and to what extent do you think that you transgressed that requirement, particularly say in the case of Iraq with people feeling that you were, if you like, all the way with George W Bush regardless? 

John Howard:  Well I think there’s, I think there’s a history and the last expression you used reminds that there’s a history going back to the Vietnam War and the relationship between Harold Holt and Lyndon Johnson, interestingly enough of course a Democrat President but a centre-right Australian Prime Minister. There’s a bit of a history that, of people thinking that we don’t have an independent voice. 

I mean the reality is that if a small country joins a big country in a controversial military operation it’s the easiest thing in the world for the critics of that decision to say, “Well you’re just going along with the Americans; you don’t have an independent voice.” And one of the things that amazed me about the domestic debate in Australia about our joining the Americans in Iraq was that the alternative view being put by Simon Crean and the Labor Party at the time effectively was that if you got another security council resolution it would be all right. And the only two people effectively standing in the way of that additional security council resolution were Vladimir Putin and Jacques Chirac, so on my interpretation and I think it’s a reasonable one, what our opponents were arguing at the time was that we should outsource our foreign policy to the Russians and the French. And the irony of the fact that I was being accused all the time of being subordinate to the Americans, the irony of the fact that they were in effect, arguing, you ought to outsource it to the Russians and the French never occurred to them. And I just think it’s unavoidable when you have a big country and a smaller one, the critics of what the smaller one is doing internally are going to say, “Well you don’t have a mind of your own; you’re being pushed around.” I mean one could equally say that, I mean what Australia was saying at the Copenhagen Climate Change Conference was no different from what Obama was saying. I listened to Penny Wong who was then the responsible minister and she was saying, “Well you know, what we need is a, effectively is a new Kyoto which binds all of the, all of the countries of the world including developing ones.” And that is precisely of course was the attitude that had been taken by the Clinton Administration, by the Bush Administration and then by the Obama Administration that you couldn’t get an effective agreement unless you got everybody into it, so there’s always, it’s always a, an easy criticism to say that you’re being, you don’t have a mind of your own and it’s a political reality and I was conscious that that was said, but it didn’t alter my view that what we were doing was the right thing. 

Paul Kelly:  If we take a step back for a minute, looking at your time in office, to what extent do you think the relationship with the United States changed permanently in structural terms? That is, it’s one thing to have a close personal relationship with the President of the United States, were there any enduring structural gains from your time which the Rudd Government then inherited in terms of a closer institutional relationship and if so, what were they?

John Howard:  Well I think the Free Trade Agreement, the value of the Free Trade Agreement will grow particularly in the services area, will grow significantly over time. There are obviously huge advances in the intelligence sharing arrangements and in the level of intimacy in intelligence sharing. I mean there are, you’ve effectively got between the United States and the United Kingdom and Australia and I don’t see any evidence that it’s been any way diminished by the current Australian Government and I don’t think there’s any evidence that they want to. I mean I, I thought in relation to those things both Rudd and Gillard have followed on what we did and that’s, that’s a wholly desirable thing. I think they’re very, very valuable, but, I mean a relationship like that between Australia and America is overwhelmingly a relationship based on common values. 

I mean I’ve, I’ve always held the view that the most intimate relationships we have around the world are undoubtedly the relationships we have with countries of common values, because economic interests can wax and wane, they can vary, they can diminish or they can increase over time, but why are we so close to the Americans, overwhelmingly because we have common values and you know I don’t think we should sort of shilly-shally about that. 

Instinctively, Australians associate this country with the nations of the world in which we have common values and they’re greater than the structural ones obviously ANZUS as it used to be called or AUS you know the security relationship is, and military relationship is very close, the, and the, I mean it is far easier now for Australians, I think it’s fair to say, they’re being given reasonably favourable treatment in relation to opportunities to work in the United States, particularly at a professional level. I think that’s a product of the closeness of the relationship. We’ve done extremely well on that basis so …

Paul Kelly:  Well can I just ask you in terms of reflecting on the many hours of discussion, formal and informal, you had with President Bush, did you disagree very often? And I’m not just talking about disagreements on policy, but …

John Howard:  Like gun control?

Paul Kelly:  Of course, of course and did you discuss the sort of areas where you had different outlooks and different perspectives? Can you give us a bit of an insight into that, the nature of these discussions?

John Howard:  Well I mean, I’m quite serious, I’m not joking about guns. 

Paul Kelly:  Yep.

John Howard:  I mean one of my most enduring recollections of being out of the job as Prime Minister is going to 41’s library at College Station and giving a nice speech to a very conservative audience and, of supporters and then being asked, “What are the things in you know, your achievements of which you’re most proud?” And I listed and number three was gun control and there was a visible intake of breath around the whole audience. Look we talked about that. I think it’s fair to say that some of his views on economic management were, were different from mine. We talked a lot about the intricacies of running Federal governments. I think it’s also fair to say that we talked quite a bit about our, the differences in the system of government in the two countries. I mean one of the real differences that Australians have got to understand between our system of government and the American’s is in two areas. First is, they don’t have an effective, they don’t have a cabinet system. American Government still operates in silos. Maynard Caines when he first went to Washington in 1942 famously said two things that hit him were the silo character of government and also that the lawyers control everything. It’s a far more legal sort of place than what Australia is but, and I think the other unbelievably important thing is that America is a Bill of Rights democracy. Australia is not and can I say, I hope not sounding too chauvinistic, long may we remain as we are now, I mean everything is, I mean you never seem to get things settled in the United States. I mean they’ve just passed some health care legislation and whether you agree with it or you don’t agree with it, the health care legislation to Australians they would say, “Well it’s been passed, well that’s it and we’ll go on to the next thing.” 

And people who are against it say, “Well if we get into government, we might change it” and so forth, but everything in the United States is subject to the filter of the Bill of Rights and is tested and it makes an enormous difference to what a United States Administration can do and it’s a tribute to, I guess the natural momentum of United States society and the natural momentum of the United States economy that it continues to more or less power ahead despite the rigidities and the barriers in the system which are much greater than what they are. 

I mean I guess I’d say that, I mean I do admire the United States enormously in so many things and I’m very fond of the place, but I, I do not think that our system of government can be improved by copying from the United States. I think the Cabinet system of government is a much better way of running a country.

Paul Kelly:  I wonder if we could just talk a little bit about the Iraq war. As far as you’re concerned, is it correct to say do you think that the statements you made in Washington in the first 24 or 48 hours after 9/11 …

John Howard:  Mmm hmm.

Paul Kelly:  … as far as you’re concerned was really when we committed not just to Afghanistan, but to future action with the United States, that is in Iraq? And do you think that this was also the take the American President got, that George W Bush really right from the start would’ve felt instinctually that you were going to be with him in Iraq?

John Howard:  Look I think he probably would’ve, but not in a, you know not in a so much in a literal sense. I mean he would’ve had no basis for saying that because I think I say in my book that Michael Thawley, the then Australian Ambassador made the comment to me the day after, on the, that he thought Iraq would be back on the agenda. ’Cause you got to remember that the Clinton Administration presided over the passage of the Iraq Liberation Act and Clinton declared again and again that, that Saddam should be removed and it was an instrument of American policy to remove Saddam. And, and he is now deceased, but Richard Holbrooke famously said to Gene Kirkpatrick, “Why are they attacking Bush for wanting to do what Clinton did on several occasions without an express United Nations resolution?” Referring to the earlier operation against Iraq and also referring to the, the operation in Kosovo where the bombing, the bombing of Serbia wasn’t sanctioned by the United Nations resolution. It had no more or less legal authority than the operation in Iraq, so, but I think it’s, I mean it’s fair to say that he would’ve seen in me and in Australia, not just based on what I’d said in the 24 hours, but he would’ve seen in the track record of our country, he would’ve seen a nation that shared the, shared the same world view and the nature opposed by the threat of terrorism that came out of the attack.

Paul Kelly:  I mean this is the essence of it, isn’t it really? I mean it seems to me that your Iraq War decision is, is testifying to a lot of things, but one of the things is that you wanted to stand with the United States strategically in the long war on terrorism …

John Howard:  Yeah very much so.

Paul Kelly:  … and that you would demonstrate that Australia, Australia wanted to be a better ally than countries such as Canada or western European nations.

John Howard:  Well I don’t know that I’ve specifically said, “Well you know I want to be different and therefore better than other countries”, but what I did want to do was to demonstrate that, you know I mean I had a strongly, you know very similar view as did Tony Blair and as did some others to Bush regarding the nature of the threat posed by terrorism and you know I don’t think anything that’s happened over the last ten years has, has disproved the validity of that feeling …

Paul Kelly:  Well can I just ask …?

John Howard:  … and in any way undermined the, you know the justification I felt I had to have for taking that view.

Paul Kelly:  Well, when, when you were taking this decision about Iraq, I’d like to ask you …

John Howard:  Well this is later on.

Paul Kelly:  Sure.

John Howard:  Yeah, yeah.

Paul Kelly:  I’d like to ask you though the factors that were in your mind, I mean were you thinking in strategic terms in the sense as to what dividends this commitment can reap for Australia from the United States? Were you thinking of it in those terms, or were you thinking of it more in terms of this is what I believe and Australia has an obligation to support the United States in this encounter in this conflict?

John Howard:  Oh very much the latter, not the former. I didn’t, I didn’t think there were going to be any dividends. I mean I, well in domestic terms, immediate domestic political terms I sensed as 2002 wore on and we got closer that it could be domestically a, as I think it was in the end, an unpopular issue. And I just felt that given the assessment that I had formed of what was at stake that it would be unthinkable that we wouldn’t be involved with the Americans.

Paul Kelly:  Can I just ask you about China? To what extent does the United States alliance help or retard Australia in its dealings with China?

John Howard:  I don’t, I found quite to the contrary to what a lot of people said the Chinese understood and respected our relationship, in fact I, I think the Chinese formed the view that these blokes are worth dealing with, they’ve been quite loyal friends and allies of the Americans and have stuck by the Americans in circumstances and we don’t mind dealing with them. I don’t think there was, at no stage did I find our relationship with the Americans being a hindrance to our relationship with China, in many respects I think it added value to our relationship with China. 

Paul Kelly:  Well talking about China, I think one of the most significant statements that you made about the alliance was in Washington with President Bush in 2005.

John Howard:  Mmm.

Paul Kelly:  When you said, and I quote, “I’ve encouraged them [that is China] to accept that our close defence alliance with the United States is not in any way directed against China.” Do you think that’s still the situation?

John Howard:  Well, I, I, well I was explaining the history of it. 

Paul Kelly:  Sure.

John Howard:  I think it is still the situation. Well no it’s not directed against China, no, no I think that is still the situation. I mean it’s a question of whether it could operate to bring the United States and Australia into conflict with China would not be a function of the defence alliance with the United States; it would be a function of something foolishly done by the Chinese.

Paul Kelly:  Yes, but my point is that with the rise of Chinese power …

John Howard:  Mmm mmm.

Paul Kelly:  The context for the Australian American relationship is changing and the context is increasingly seen in the Asia Pacific region in the context of the rise of China and this of course, this of course was a feature of your own Prime Ministership. You argued that you felt that there was no conflict for Australia having an effective relationship with both China and the United States, but do you think this is getting harder to achieve?

John Howard:  Look, I, I don’t, I don’t think it’s getting harder to achieve, but let’s, you know let’s understand that the defence relationship between Australia and the United States is in part a reflection of the, of the close and common values that we hold, I mean our alliance with the United States will always in my opinion be more important than our relationship with China. And it’s in our interest never to see a situation arise where we must choose. There’s not, there’s no doubt in my mind that if we had to choose, you would choose the United States, I mean there’s absolutely no doubt about that at all, but it, nobody wants that to arise and I think one of the reasons why it might never arise is if the Chinese continue to understand that the relationship the United States has with countries like China, like Australia and Japan is very strong and will endure and that is more likely to act as a deterrent and I mean so far from people imagining that if we try and create a little bit of distance between ourselves and the United States that will sort of placate the Chinese, I think it would in fact encourage them.

Paul Kelly:  Well this encourages me to ask the Rich Armitage question, you’ve just said, you’ve just said that we would always be with the United States in the worst of circumstances …

John Howard:  Mmm.

Paul Kelly:  … if there was some military conflict with China …

John Howard:  Mmm.

Paul Kelly:  … but the Rich Armitage question arose in relation to Taiwan …

John Howard:  Mmm.

Paul Kelly:  … and if there was a conflict in relation to Taiwan, could you envisage circumstances in which Australia might exempt itself from commitment to the American side?

John Howard:  Well I’m going to disappoint you by saying that I think it is, the likelihood of a conflict with Taiwan and the Mainland, Taiwan and China, is so much less than it was when Armitage made that comment, I mean I, I think in 20 years’ time there will be a Hong Kong type arrangement between Taiwan and China, I, I had a very interesting discussion with President Ma in Taipei early last year when I was there at a meeting of the IDU and there’s no doubt in my mind that the current administration in Taiwan wants, wants the, you know the water kept well below boiling point. They’re looking to enhancement of all sorts of links. 

The election of a Kuomintang administration has made a huge difference and that’s the attitude of the current Chinese leadership, so I mean it’s an, it’s an interesting theoretical question, but I think the likelihood of that occurring is a, but I mean the most sensible and indeed the, the accurate and only answer to your question is that in the theoretical circumstance of a significant conflict between the United States and China I mean I would always see our interests in siding with the United States, but we have a, a superior interest to that and that is to play our part in making sure that never happens. And I think in many ways we, we are doing that consistent with our, you know, with our size and, and the like.

Paul Kelly:  As you said earlier on, Australia and the United States do have different perspectives on China. In your talks with President Bush, to what extent did you, did you really start to unravel some of these differences and talk pretty frankly about some of these differences and scenarios and so on?

John Howard:  Well I think, I think in part it flows from the fact that the trade balances America and China, Australia and China are different. I mean as he frequently said to me, “Oh it’s all right for you John; you sell them all that stuff they want and, and you do a lot better out of it than we do.” I think the sense of economics insecurity in the American heartland about China is far, far greater than, than it is in Australia. I mean it’s, it’s largely non-existent in this country and I mean I think it is an extraordinary thing in a wholly beneficial way that, that Australians understand the significance of the trade link between Australia and China. I mean one of the reasons why that mining industry campaign about the tax was so successful was that the average Australian, particularly the younger generation, understand now very, very well those bulk carriers that now go to China are today’s equivalent of the sheeps back of a couple of generations ago. They understand how important China is economically to us, just as they grew to understand how important Japan was to us in the 60s and 70s. I don’t think, I, I think there’s still a greater sense of insecurity in sections of the United States regarding China’s rise, but I mean I can’t, I mean I can’t talk about this without saying that I am very much a dissenter from the view that China will overwhelm the United States. I don’t agree with that. I see all these stories about China overwhelming the United States similar to all those stories in the 70s and 80s about the end of the American century, about how Japan was going to overwhelm America, people got alarmed when they bought real estate in Manhattan and it didn’t happen and it’s not going to happen. I mean China has got a huge demographic problem. The two-child policy to use the old cliché means that she’s going to get old before she gets rich. And in 30 years’ time the pressure to devote resources to caring for an ageing population in China is going to, is going to skew their economic behaviour. And I guess the other thing I’d have to say about China is that I mean, I think probably have another Tiananmen Square moment.

Paul Kelly:  Well let me ask you about the United States, because you’ve just said you think America will stay number one.

John Howard:  Mmm.

Paul Kelly:  To what extent are you concerned about the magnitude of the debt and deficit problems that the United States now has? And surely you think this will impact on America’s strategic outlook, is there a danger it will impact on America’s role in the Asia Pacific? How do you see the connection between economic policy in America and strategic policy playing out?

John Howard:  Look, I think the American deficit is too high. I, I think they’ve, they’ve got to do some of the things that the, the new Coalition Government in the UK has done. I, I always found in talking to American businessmen, an extraordinary complacency about the size of the American debt, but these are still in my view relative concerns against the sort of longer term capacity of the American economy to regenerate. The American economy is remarkably resilient, because it is fundamentally a less regulated economy than the economies of Europe and I mean it’s even, it used to amaze me when we were, I was debating industrial relations, remember a few years ago, we had lots of debates about industrial relations that even, even with the dreaded legislation that I’d, I’d enacted in this country, we still ended up with a far more regulated labour market than existed in the United Kingdom, the United States or New Zealand. I mean the Americans are at the moment going through a lot of distress about the level of unemployment, because unemployment has remained stubbornly high in the US, it’s starting to come down a little. But I do think that the American economy still has a fundamental strength and resilience that will enable it to handle the huge debt problem. I mean, they’re not going to have another economic crisis in relation to it, but I think it will continue to be a, a huge point of debate and discourse in America.

Paul Kelly:  You’ve made it clear to us that in office you were very fixated on effective relations with both Beijing and Washington. What I’d like to ask is, are you surprised at what happened with the Rudd Government, with Kevin Rudd when he came into office, because I think it’s fair to say that he had much more difficulty managing this dual relationship with both Beijing and Washington. He was more explicit than you ever were about China posing a potential military threat. This was incorporated into the defence white paper. To what extent do you think that was astute, or do you feel that it was indiscreet and unwise?

John Howard:  Well I, I think the, the guiding principle I tried to adopt in relation to China was not to pretend that the relationship had qualities it didn’t have. I mean Australia is one of fewer than ten countries that has been continuously democratic for the last 100 years. China is still an authoritarian country. We have a lot of economic things in common. Our societies are very different; our cultures are very different and it’s always a mistake to run around and say that you can create a special relationship with a country whose philosophy and values are fundamentally different. I was, I was fairly pragmatic about the potential intimacy of the relationship, if I can put it that way. I think the Chinese understood that and they thought, well this is, this is fair enough. I mean we, we got off to a bad start with China, but then I had a very productive meeting with Jiang Zemin in 1996 and then I went to China in ’97 and we, from then on the thing went, went, really improved. I was surprised at the white paper and the, I really was, I, it was sort of a left-field, it was, it was almost, the Chinese are not going to have their feet trodden on, the Chinese will have ambitions, but I, I couldn’t see the, I couldn’t see the strategy behind that and I mean I haven’t come here tonight to specifically bag the Rudd or Gillard Government, but you asked me the question. I couldn’t see the, it just seemed to me that it lacked common sense, that, that particular document and, I mean what you should try and do with the Chinese is, is exploit the potential for benefit to both countries. 

We have a good relationship with the Chinese, it is, I think Australia is still the most favoured destination for Chinese wanting to study overseas, which is a very considerable achievement for this country. And, but I think one of the reasons we’ve done pretty well with China over the last ten or 15 years is we haven’t apologised for our friendship with the Americans; we haven’t pretended to be other than what we are and that is a very, a sophisticated democracy, but that having been established and that being a given, we then say to them, “Well where can we co-operate? 

How can we work together?” And I think my Government did that very successfully and I hope that continues to be the operating principle.

Paul Kelly:  Well just to finish up this phase of the evening, I’d like to ask you about President Obama. If you’d have won the 2007 election, how do you think you would’ve got on with President Obama?

John Howard:  Oh I think well, I mean I think I’d have, we’d have probably had a bit of a discussion about a comment I made during the campaign, but …

Paul Kelly:  I’ve got that comment here.

John Howard:  Yeah I’m sure you have, yeah.

Paul Kelly:  What do you think about that comment?

John Howard:  Well you’ve got to remember I made that comment at a time when he was advocating a withdrawal by April of 2007.

Paul Kelly:  But what you said was, “If I was running al-Qaeda in Iraq …

John Howard:  Yeah I remember what I said, yeah.

Paul Kelly:  … I would put a circle around March 2008 and pray as many times as possible for a victory, not only for Obama, but also for the Democrats.”

John Howard:  Mmm.

Paul Kelly:  Do you think that comment was a mistake?

John Howard:  No I don’t, it was a comment made in a, in a, at a time when as I understood it the candidate, Obama, was advocating a withdrawal in 2007.

Paul Kelly:  You don’t think it was a case misplaced loyalty for George W Bush?

John Howard:  No, I don’t. It was a comment that I made very much in a domestic and political context, it wasn’t, I mean Bush really had nothing to do with it. No, I don’t. I mean I think he had at that stage initiated the surge, which of course has been remarkably successful and the person who he asked to preside over the surge has risen to even greater heights under Obama. Look, I think I’d have got on well with him. He’s a, he’s a candidate and I’ve been a candidate I think we, I don’t think we’d have had too much difficulty with that.

Paul Kelly:  Of course, his, his response to your comment … 

John Howard:  Yeah.

Paul Kelly:  … was very sharp …

John Howard:  Mmm.

Paul Kelly:  … and extremely pertinent. Could you tell tonight’s audience the sort of thing that you might’ve said to President Obama if the two of you had met as Heads of Government to put this issue in the past?

John Howard:  Well the sort of thing, well I’d, I mean I’d have started by saying to him, “Well you know we, if you have any problems with that, we all say sort of vigorous things when we’re trying to get elected, don’t we Mr President?” I’d have started on that and then we’d have got on to Christian name terms. And I think he’d have a good enough sense of humour to understand that and move on to the next thing. My experience has been that American presidents like to have good relationships with Australian Prime Ministers. I thought George Bush was remarkably, and properly so, he was properly courteous to Kevin Rudd, very, very courteous and Rudd’s first visit to Washington was while Bush was still in office. He treated him well. They joked about the similarities between Queensland and Texas and he gave him a full stand-up press conference and the whole paraphernalia. And we, Bush and I, had talked about his meeting with Rudd, his first meeting with Rudd when I had dinner with him at the White House after I was out of office and I said, “This bloke is pro the American alliance.” And I didn’t say anything critical to him about Rudd, I said, “He’s won.” And you know, but by the end of that nice little story of course is I thought Rudd’s behaviour in relation to that discussion over the telephone regarding the G20 was appalling.

Paul Kelly:  But this, but this, this raises another question, what sort of comments did you make to President Bush about Mark Latham when Mark Latham was Opposition leader and clearly, clearly taking a very provocative view? To what extent did this come up?

John Howard:  I didn’t have to say anything to him about Mark Latham. He, he just sort of read the papers. No, the most effective way of dealing with Mark Latham with George Bush was when, after Bush had addressed the joint sitting of the two houses, I took him around to meet various people and I introduced him to Mark Latham and Latham looked down at his shoes and Bush won the body language encounter hands down. Look he, he had some salty Texan things to say about Mark Latham, but what do you expect?

Paul Kelly:  And did you say much?

John Howard:  I didn’t have to. 

Paul Kelly:  How would you’ve …

John Howard:  No, no, let’s not misunderstand this. There was, I mean, he didn’t need any encouragement on the subject, I mean, I mean Latham had said a, some fairly extravagant things.

Paul Kelly:  And just going back to this final point about Republicans and Democrats …

John Howard:  Mmm.

Paul Kelly:  … what would have happened to the relationship if Al Gore, not George Bush had become the United States President?

John Howard:  I think it would’ve been less intimate, but the office moulds, it does mellow people, it does mould attitudes.

Paul Kelly:  But isn’t, but isn’t the real truth that you and Alexander Downer would have been, were, were appalled at the prospect of Gore becoming President?

John Howard:  Oh we wanted Bush to win privately yes. Well you’re entitled to have private feelings, just as I’m sure in, in 2004 some people in the Labor Party wanted Kerry to win. I’m not sure all of them did, but I mean you can go and ask them. I don’t know that Beazley would have necessarily wanted that to happen, but, or even Rudd, but you, you know once you get into office, I mean I established we got Julia Gillard in Wellington as we speak, I mean I established a very good working relationship with Helen Clark. I mean Helen Clark was on the left wing of the New Zealand Labor Party and I have sometimes been accused of being slightly on the right wing of the Liberal Party in Australia, but we got on very, very well. You are obliged as a head of government to work closely and it’s, if you look at the relationships, I mean sure I had a very close relationship with Bush, but my recollection is that Bob Hawke and George Bush’s father had quite a good relationship.

Paul Kelly:  Yeah they did.

John Howard:  And there’s not much doubt that Holt and Lyndon Johnson did. I think there was a lot of strain in the early years of the Whitlam Government. I think there was a greater gulf there at that time, because of different attitudes on Vietnam. I think Keating was less; he invested less in the relationship. I’m not criticising him of that, it’s an observation. I think he invested less in the relationship than either Hawke did or I did. I think Fraser had, I don’t think Fraser and Carter were all that close, but you know that’s going back a long way but, I mean these, the personal chemistry matters, but it is, and I’ll end on this, it is absolutely the case that no matter who is in the White House or who is in the Lodge, the commonality of the values and the history and the interests will always keep our countries close, but the personal chemistry can add value to that. 

Paul Kelly:  John Howard, thank you. I think Geoff will now involve the audience.

Geoffrey Garrett:  Can we just put our hands together for John Howard. The audience this evening is a, is a, is a, a very carefully selected one. A lot of people wanted to be in the room this evening and we were not able to accommodate them. I say that not to flatter the audience, but rather to pre-empt what might be a, a temptation for some knowledgeable and opinionated people in the audience to ask questions of the classic flavour, a long monologue with what do you think as the response. Paul did a wonderful job, not only of, of provoking a fantastic conversation but also keeping more or less exactly to the timeline that we’d anticipated. The good news for us all is that means there are at least 25 minutes for additional questions. We have a microphone in the, in the front centre here and one in a, a little back in the centre. If anyone would like to rise and ask a question of Prime Minister Howard, former Prime Minister Howard, I’m sure he’d love to respond to it. He did say that projectiles from the audience might not be so welcome today, but nonetheless it’s good PR. No projectiles in the room, but if, if anyone would like to ask pointed, pithy, incisive questions of the former Prime Minister, I’m sure he’d love to respond. Who would like to start? Please find a microphone is all you’ve got to do. If we can’t see you tell us who you are and ask away.

Joe Siracusa:  Well I’m not that short so, Joe Siracusa RMIT University. 

Mr Howard, I’d like to ask you what was going on in your mind when you heard about the Towers being attacked in New York? 

And how long was it before you decided to invoke the ANZUS Treaty and as part of that, is did you realise that NATO had given the Bush Administration notice that they would use the NATO Treaty, which they did October 2nd, but they notified them on the, on the 12th of September that they would intend to do it, in other words, what’s going on in your mind at the exact moment of 9/11 and how long did it take you to invoke the ANZUS Treaty?

John Howard:  Well the, well what was in my mind I mean I guess a combination of shock, horror, an understanding of how outraged the Americans would’ve felt, a feeling that this was a defining event and a life-changing event. The you know I have many recollections of that day because I was in Washington, but one of the recollections is that everybody was remarkably calm and I mean sure I think I first, the first administration person I spoke to after it had happened was Rich Armitage the following day. We talked about a likely response, we specifically talked about the place of Pakistan, interesting the day after, the place of Pakistan, vis-à-vis the response was in the minds of the administration the very day after right from the beginning and it still is pivotal to what is happening in Afghanistan. I did a press conference before I left to come back to Australia and, and I made it very clear that we would stand with the Americans in retaliating in an appropriate fashion to the attacks in New York and Washington. Invoking the ANZUS Treaty, I certainly have no recollection that the NATO decision or apprehended decision was in our minds. I had a telephone conversation with Alexander Downer while I was travelling back to Australia and we agreed that the ANZUS Treaty ought to be invoked. And I, Tom Schieffer, the American Ambassador was on the plane with us and I told Tom that that’s what we were going to do. We obviously needed to have a Cabinet decision and we had that Cabinet decision and I announced it on what the Friday after we’d had the Cabinet meeting. 

Geoffrey Garrett:  Next question? Please just get to a mic and again identify yourself and ask away.

Robin Fitzsimons:  Robin Fitzsimons, I’m just wondering whether there was any change in the relationship or nuances of the relationship between Australia and America or for that matter diplomatically more generally with relation to the United States between the first and the second Bush Administrations when Colin Powell was succeeded by Condoleezza Rice. 

John Howard:  Look I don’t think the, the intensity of the relationship varied as a result of the change in Secretaries of State. As it happened, I had met Colin Powell in 1996, he spent, we spent some time together at Kirribilli House, he paid a visit this was before, this was during the Clinton Administration. We’d established quite a good relationship. He’s a widely admired figure in the United States and I found a widely admired figure in Australia. I think the same for, in a different context, the same could be said for Condoleezza Rice. I think she, there was a continuity, I mean obviously there are debates in the American domestic context about the contributions of the two, but I didn’t find any particular difference and I don’t think Alexander Downer did. I enjoyed working with both of them and I, and I continue to keep contact. 

Tim Jones:  G’day Mr Howard. Tim Jones, good to see you again. I’m the grandson of an American serviceman, the son of an American citizen and I work for a big American company and I’m proud to do so. 

And my question goes to the perception of ordinary Australians of America today and I’m from time to time saddened and concerned to note some considerable anti-American sentiment in the Australian community, particularly perhaps among younger Australians and I just wanted to invite your comment on that and any thoughts you had in terms of how we can strengthen that perception and indeed the relations between our two countries.

John Howard:  Well I think it does exist. Why does it exist, I think it’s the almost reflex resentment of the biggest bloke on the block amongst some people, a feeling that there are some aspects of American culture that are seeping into Australia that we’d rather not have, but feel powerless to prevent it occurring, but I think it’s more than anything it’s a reflection of the natural rejection of the predominance of, you know the dominating role of American culture, I mean we speak a common language more or less and therefore the prevalence of the American culture is, is very great here, just as it is in the United Kingdom and in other English-speaking countries. I think we’ve got to remember that there was a generation of Australians and Americans namely the World War Two generation that went through a military conflict where there was no division in, domestically in either country about the wisdom of that conflict and the, I guess on a personal level the intimacy of the relationship was, was greater then than at any time in our history because we were making common cause against a common enemy, namely Japan and to a second degree Germany. 

Now that’s a long time ago and we now live in a different world where you have to find a new and different validations of, of a relationship. And as the years go by fewer and fewer people remember the crucial contribution America made to defending Australia in World War Two. And that’s no longer the given that it was and that’s just a function of history and just as I suppose the, the so-called special relationship between Great Britain and the United States is no longer as special as it used to be as time goes by the memory of the shared, the alliance in wartime fades into the background. And, but you have to work on it and there are all sorts of different ways in which you can do it. Obviously, communications, travel, common business interests, they’re all part of it. You shouldn’t fret about it, but equally you should work hard and that’s obviously one of the motivations I had when I was Prime Minister to supporting the establishment of the Studies Centre. And I think it is important that we keep our friendships in good repair, as Dr. Johnson kept telling us to do. And it’s easier when the friendships are based on common values. I think the other thing you’ve got to do is to understand that although we have a lot in common, we are not quite peas in the pod culturally and, so we can often make assumptions about Americans that aren’t true. I mean I think many Australians fail to understand that Americans are more formal and less colloquial in, if, that’s probably not the right word, but they’re a lot more formal than many Australians and I think we should also understand that we have a sense of humour. Our senses of humour are quite different and I think we ought to keep these things in mind when we make assumptions about the closeness of the two relations, of the relationship.

Roger Woodward: Thank you very much for the discussion. My name is Roger Woodward and sort of following on from that earlier question, how important from a political perspective is nationalism, particularly in the Australian context and should that be a cause for concern if China adopts a more nationalistic approach? 

John Howard:  Well, I mean I am, I, I hold the view that national identity and national self-belief is still a very, very important ingredient in any nation’s existence. 

I mean I am somebody who thinks that we still live in a world of nation states and that is not going to change any time soon and there will always be circumstances in which like-minded countries will act together to achieve certain objectives, we must always hope they’re good objectives, and that the motivation for those countries acting together are, are good motivations. I, I am more sceptical of the capacity of international bodies such as the United Nations to solve some of the more difficult world problems. We saw a demonstration of that in Copenhagen. I mean it, I, I remain amazed that an attempt was not made before the Copenhagen meeting to try and broker some understanding between the Americans and the Europeans and the Chinese and the Indians. It was obvious that unless that understanding emerged, nothing was going to come out of that conference. History tells us that rampant aggressive nationalism is diabolical, but that same history tells us that unless like-minded countries are prepared to act early to pre-empt a, or prevent the working through of that rampant nationalism the consequences can be even more diabolical. We will continue for the lifetime of everybody in this room to live in a world of nation states. And that is why it is so unbelievably important that countries which have fundamentally a common worldview, work closely together and that obviously brings us to the relationship which is at the centre point of the existence of the Study Centre and that is the relationship between Australia and the United States. 

Geoffrey Garrett:  Yes, young man.

Michael Baume:  Michael Baume, former Australian Consulate-General in New York and I’d like to ask my former boss, what should be Australia’s strategy in response to the dramatic demographic changes taking place and forecast to take place in the United States, particularly the very respectable forecasts that by 2050 non-Hispanic whites will be a minority in the United States, but economic power will reside in the minority while the potential for political power may well rest with the majority. How should we cope with that, have you applied your mind to the consequences?

John Howard:  Well I don’t, I mean Michael, it’s an interesting question. I think it bears upon another issue and which I once talked about and I noticed the British Prime Minister is now talking about, and that’s the you know what do you mean by the doctrine of multiculturalism, but I’ll come to that in a moment. Look I mean obviously what happens in the United States in relation to those things is a matter for the United States and there are many great things about America, but I, I don’t think anything has quite exceeded her remarkable capacity to absorb people from all around the world and, and produce a very cohesive nation. The old American doctrine of the melting pot, bringing people from all around the world and producing a, you know a common national purpose is quite inspiring and of course it’s very much the story of our country as well. I, I worry when we lose sight of the fact that people go to America because of what America is and people come to Australia because of what Australia is and not what other people might want America or Australia to become. And I think that in essence is something to keep in mind, particularly in the context of, of, of handling, handling Islamic fanaticism. I worry when countries like Britain, the United States and sometimes Australia think that the way to come to terms with Islamic fanaticism is to think that in some way it’s, it’s the fault of our society and the fault of the values that we have in common; I think quite the reverse that the type of society we have and the sort of values we have is the strongest weapon we have in dealing with Islamic fanaticism and fundamentalism, but as for the particular issue of the balance in the United States, well I mean that is something the Americans have to work out. 

I think they probably will, although I, I, you know I think it’s, it’s pretty important that the thing that any nation most has in common, or the citizens of any country most have in common is, is the same language and I have what some might regard as an old-fashioned view that the cohesion of a country depends upon all of its citizens speaking as to the maximum of their capacity and as fluently as possible the common language of a country and I see some signs in the United States that that principle is breaking down and I think that’s probably an error, but that’s a matter for them to work out. 

Geoffrey Garrett:  I think we have time for probably for one more question.

Malcolm Jorgensen:  Malcolm Jorgensen of the United States Studies Centre. I note Mr Howard that you characterise the Security Council leading up to the Iraq War as primarily being an expression of power political interests of Russia and France, in your opinion does the United States have any obligations under international law at times of geo political crisis?

John Howard:  Well I think America has obligations under international law and I mean my view and the advice I had at the time was that the military action in Iraq was justified under international law on the strength of the previous resolutions of the Security Council. I mean the main reason, let there be no doubt about it that it was decided to seek a further resolution of the Security Council was not because, I’m speaking for Australia and I know I can speak in relation to this for America as well, not because there was any doubt that there wasn’t a, an extant authority under earlier resolutions following out, following the first Gulf War. That wasn’t the reason, but the reason was that it was, it was a necessary political activity to provide additional political support and cover for the British Prime Minister. I mean he was going to commit 45,000 British troops and he was having fearful trouble within his own parliamentary party and they were arguing that a further resolution was needed. 

Now, legally our advice was that that was unnecessary, but I certainly took the view that politically it would be much, much better if another resolution were obtained and that is why I put that view to George Bush and why in the end he decided to take that course of action, although he knew that it would be very unlikely to get a further resolution and there were people within his own administration who were very critical of that approach. And, but he understood that it would help Blair a great deal and he quite rightly felt he owed it to Blair to try and accommodate him. And, it was the right course of action to take, but I never had any doubt that the existing legal authority was there and so I don’t think the issue of America being out of step with international law arose. I mean can I just remind you again, Kosovo the bombing of Serbia, there was no United Nations and the very reason why there was no United Nations resolution was that everybody knew that, that the Russians would in, you know, in virtue of their historic affinity with the Serbs would, would veto it, so didn’t even try. Nobody now runs around and says that was a violation of international law. Why? Because everybody agreed with it. Not because they had some you know fine sensitivity to a legal principle. 

Geoffrey Garrett:  Paul we’ve got a couple of minutes left, I wanted to give you the last chance, a summing up or a last question that you wanted to ask of Mr Howard before we conclude proceedings.

Paul Kelly: Oh well I won’t sum up because that would be impossible, but there is a final question I’d like to ask. In the case of Iraq, you made it clear to the President before the war that Australia would be involved in the sharp end of operations, but would then leave Iraq, so we would have a very specific commitment, a niche commitment with a fixed timeline on it. 

One of the interesting features about Afghanistan, the earlier conflict, is that Australia is still there with a very substantial presence and indeed most of the casualties have been incurred since Labor’s been in office. I’d like to ask you, if you were Prime Minister would you be adopting a similar approach on Afghanistan to what we’ve seen under Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard, or would you seek to nuance or change that at all.

John Howard:  I wouldn’t be taking a substantially different approach. I, I think both Rudd and Gillard in relation to Afghanistan have done the right thing. I thought Gillard’s presentation to Parliament and also Abbott’s were very good. I, I don’t have any argument with the Gillard Government in relation to Afghanistan. I, I very strongly support it. 

Paul Kelly:  What’s your response to candidate Obama’s reply to you saying that he noted that the United States at the time had 140,000 troops in Iraq and that you had deployed 1,400?
John Howard:  Mmm.

Paul Kelly:  This was really suggesting, this was really suggesting that Australia’s commitment was not a substantial commitment, the implication being that its real significance was political, not military. What’s your response to that sort of commentary?

John Howard:  Well I, well I mean, what’s my response, what might’ve been my response then if I had been pressed for one, then I, I think I might have said well that is an understandable point for candidate Obama to make, but …

Paul Kelly:  But what about the substance of the point?

John Howard:  No, but I think the substance given the size of our military and the fact that we had been, I mean we had been involved in the sharp end and we were one of what three or four countries involved in the sharp end, I mean you have to look at all of these things in domestic terms. We had special forces, we had a squadron of hornets, we had naval vessels, it was by a factor of four or five, a greater contribution than had been made to the first Gulf War in 1991 so you know according to an Australian understanding it was a substantial contribution. 

Paul Kelly:  Thank you.

Geoffrey Garrett:  Thank you very much. I think this evening’s conversation makes clear that the, what, what I guess we all knew already which is that the Howard decade, particularly where the United States was concerned, was an extraordinary decade and John Howard’s commitment to further Australian national interests and to do so through a, a remarkably intimate relationship with the United States was a key element of that decade. I wanted to thank you all for being with us this evening, but in particular to thank first Paul Kelly and second John Howard for sharing their experience and wisdom with us this evening. Thank you very much. We are adjourned. Thank you gentlemen.

End of Discussion.
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