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CANBERRA -- The Australian government is serious about prosecuting the perpetrators of Iraq's Oil for Food scam. In fact, my government has gone further than any other to investigate what part any company played in Saddam Hussein's vast, illegal profiteering of public funds.

Australia's wheat exporter AWB Ltd. figured prominently in last year's United Nations report, prepared by former U.S. Federal Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker. Mr. Volcker identified almost 2,400 companies from more than 60 countries that paid $1.8 billion in kickbacks to Saddam's regime. Of those companies, the Volcker report found that AWB had funneled more than $211 million to the Iraqi government, in the form of contract kickbacks. Mr. Volcker's remit did not extend to prosecuting those named, nor did he discuss AWB's knowledge of any wrongdoing. But he strongly suggested that nations follow the trail.

My government responded swiftly to the Volcker report, establishing a public judicial inquiry with wide-ranging powers headed by one of Australia's most respected legal figures, former judge Terence Cole. We empowered the inquiry to subpoena witnesses, compel the production of documents and refer possible criminal charges to the director of public prosecutions. The Cole Commission, as it is known, carries the full powers of the Australian legal system.

After more than 60 days of public hearings, the inquiry has proceeded as it began, showing neither fear nor favor. Evidence has been presented that suggests some officials in AWB engaged in deceptive conduct and also exposes the reckless criminality of the Iraqi regime, which in part involved systematically demanding kickbacks from Oil for Food companies, including those delivering vital foodstuffs to the Iraqi people.

While I do not seek to prejudge the outcome, public evidence suggests behavior by some within AWB appears to have been designed to mislead not only my government, but the U.N. as well. Another of Australia's most senior and respected former judges, Sir Anthony Mason, a former chief justice of Australia, also appears to have been misled. Last year, Sir Anthony provided an expert opinion, apparently based on arguably limited or skewed information provided by AWB, clearing the company of knowingly violating the sanctions regime.

The Cole Commission recently asked me -- and two of my senior ministers, Foreign Minister Alexander Downer and Trade Minister Mark Vaile -- to appear. My appearance before such an inquiry was not without precedent and was further proof, if any was needed, of its independence, its transparency and its thoroughness. No avenue of inquiry has been blocked, no person has been protected. I have said this from the very beginning: The blame will fall where it may. Corrupt behavior deserves to be punished, and it will be.

Unfortunately, there have been attempts both from my political opponents in Australia and our competitors abroad to blacken the country's reputation, perhaps in the hope of winning some advantage from this sorry saga. Regrettably, Australia's wheat growers, too, risk being caught up in the indiscriminate blame casting by those who have a vested interest in pursuing either political point-scoring or trade access.

Specifically, some critics allege that my government was so determined to maintain wheat sales to Iraq that we failed to adequately scrutinize wheat contracts. It is true that we gave, and continue to give, a very high priority to defending and protecting the interests of Australian wheat growers against fierce U.S. and European rivals. But this competitive determination did not come, to our knowledge or with any sense of deliberation, at the cost of principle. And never at the cost, to our knowledge, of undermining the sanctions regime. The very fact we have established the Cole Commission demonstrates that we do not condone or tolerate corrupt behavior.

It should also be remembered that the overthrow of Saddam's regime provided, for the first time, access to documents which helped reveal to a greater extent the systematic defrauding of the Oil for Food program by the former Iraqi government. If Saddam Hussein were still in power in Iraq, the depth of the Oil for Food swindle would remain hidden amongst secret documents scattered through government offices in Baghdad.

Others charge that my government limited the inquiry's terms of reference to prevent it making a finding against a minister or myself. This too is a falsehood. Mr. Cole has the power to make findings on the government's knowledge of the kickbacks. I have said there will be serious consequences for any minister identified as possessing that knowledge and failing to act. This includes me.

We will act on any recommendations of the inquiry, whatever it finds. But I shall not allow my government's reputation, nor the reputations of our farmers, to be maligned. Attacks upon the latter are particularly unfair, given that our farmers' incomes are only now beginning to recover from the effects of a long drought, one of the worst in our nation's history.

The corruption by Saddam Hussein of the Oil for Food program was a heinous act of public graft. I am proud of my government's ongoing commitment to meet its international obligations, by ensuring that any alleged breaches of the law by its nationals and corporations are comprehensively addressed.

Mr. Howard is prime minister of Australia.
