Deputy Prime Minister drawn into oil-for-food inquiry

Deputy Prime Minister and Trade Minister Mark Vaile gets a grilling in an often heated question time.
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DEPUTY Prime Minister Mark Vaile has been embroiled in the AWB wheat scandal following claims that he met key players in the affair to discuss the recovery of a debt owed in breach of United Nations sanctions.

Documents presented to the oil-for-food inquiry yesterday included an email sent on September 15, 2000 from BHP executive Norman Davidson-Kelly to AWB executive Charles Stott discussing how the two might co-operate to recover a $US8 million debt owed by Iraq to BHP affiliated company Tigris Petroleum. In the email, Mr Davidson-Kelly said: "FYI: Tigris is an Aussie registered company and enjoys the support of our friends at DFAT who, as I told you, are interested in the outcome of the discussions to recover the Obligation.

"It was good to see you, (Trade minister) Mark Vaile and (DFAT official) Bob Bowker in Melbourne yesterday, best wishes, (Norman)."

Mr Vaile last night denied meeting anyone from AWB or BHP to discuss the "so-called Tigris issue" and DFAT also issued a statement denying it had ever provided support to Tigris Petroleum.

In other explosive evidence, the hearing was told:

■AWB executives were aware as far back as 2001 that Saddam Hussein had personally met the head of Jordanian trucking company Alia through which AWB paid $300 million in kickbacks to Saddam Hussein's regime.

■Despite denials by Foreign Minister Alexander Downer and Mr Vaile that they had never heard of Alia until last year, Mr Stott told the inquiry that senior DFAT official Jane Drake-Brockman told him that her department had looked into Alia six years ago.

■Mr Stott also stated that in June 2001 he had also met Alia executives at the Australian ambassador's residence in Baghdad.

Mr Vaile last night told The Age:

"I have checked my diary and confirmed I was not in Melbourne on the 14th or 15th of September, I was in Sydney.

"I was in Melbourne on the 13th of September (at the World Economic Forum) but I did not have a meeting with BHP or AWB and I have never met with BHP, Tigris or AWB to discuss the Tigris deal."

Mr Stott told the inquiry he also could not recall the meeting.

"I am embarrassed to say that I cannot recall a meeting with the Deputy Prime Minister on that day."

Former AWB executive Dominic Hogan produced an email to the inquiry he had sent to other senior AWB executives detailing a meeting between Saddam Hussein and Alia director-general Othman al-Absi on August 23, 2001.

"Othman met with President Saddam Hussein on Thursday in Baghdad," Mr Hogan wrote on August 27, 2001.

"Othman raised the issue about the delayed discharge at Umm Qasr (port) and the lengthy delays of the vessels. President was not pleased, as he had been receiving reports that all was in order."

In a humanitarian gesture to Iraq in 1995, BHP agreed to ship 20,000 tonnes of wheat to Iraq to the value of $US5 million on the basis that Iraq later repay the money.

BHP bought the wheat from AWB and AWB arranged the shipment in December 1995.

In 1996, BHP learned that to try to recover the money would be in breach of UN resolution 986.

In 2000, BHP executive Mr Davidson-Kelly established a new company Tigris Petroleum and BHP assigned the debt for the 1995 wheat shipment to Tigris.

Around the same time, AWB agreed to try to recover the money on behalf of Tigris for a set fee and accomplished this by inflating the price of current wheat contracts with Iraq paid out of the UN oil-for-food account in New York.

Money in this account was only to be used for the purchase of food and medicines for the Iraqi people.

Foreign Affairs spokesman Matt Anderson said: "DFAT did not approve the Tigris donation/debt repayment deal. DFAT's advice has been clear and consistent with the UN sanctions regime."

Labor's foreign affairs spokesman Kevin Rudd said Mr Stott's revelation that DFAT official Jane Drake-Brockman had told him that DFAT "had looked into Alia" was stunning.

"This directly contradicts the assurances given to Parliament by ministers Downer and Vaile that the Government knew nothing about Alia in 2000," Mr Rudd said.

Foreign Affairs spokesman Mr Anderson said the department had never approved AWB's use of Alia and that department staff would refute the allegations when they appeared before the commission in coming days.

■The Government yesterday claimed it was the job of the United Nations, rather than government officials or ministers, to make sure contracts under the oil-for-food program were legitimate.

During the first parliamentary debate on the scandal, Trade Minister Mark Vaile insisted the structure of contracts between Iraq and AWB were "purely a matter" between the company and the UN, a view rejected by Labor.
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