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This book is dedicated to all young men and women Australia sends to dangerous places in the world to make a difference, especially those who die and those who come to physical and mental harm because of their service.


It acknowledges frontline corporals and their diggers.


In the 1990s, there were few – if any – victories, but there was honour and humanity in representing the Australian people's aspirations for a more peaceful, harmonious and prosperous world.
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Preface


I have written about Operation Solace, the activities of the Australian Force Somalia before. I included ‘frontline’ stories, but not how and why corporals – Australia’s tactical fight leaders – and their diggers won their contest with violent Somali criminals in 1993. In January 1993, the Australian government sent just under 1000 young men and women to serve under American command in a violent, impoverished, starving society. Most Somali males over the age of 12 either carried or had access to a gun, and most of the men had been fighting a vicious civil war for years.


Fortunately, American airpower and the US Marines – America’s stormtroopers – forced Somali warlords to withdraw their militia armies and armaments from Somalia in December 1992. However, postponing the military contest between warlords and foreign troops lifted the lid on the violent competitiveness of Somali society at the time. Armed clan leaders, bandit gangs, urban criminals and violent political groups quickly jumped in to take control. These groups intended to hoard humanitarian aid for personal consumption and resale at exorbitant prices. They routinely robbed, extorted and assaulted others to assert control of their ‘turf’.


Those opposing the Australians in the Baidoa Humanitarian Relief Sector were not interested in or equipped for a military contest with well-trained Australian infantry and cavalry soldiers. The fight to control ‘turf’ was neither a traditional battle nor sustained combat operations. It was more like ‘gang’ warfare between armed foreigners and armed thugs and provocative louts. The clashes were short, sharp and nasty.


Australian fight leaders and their teams wrested control of the streets of Baidoa and surrounding towns. This contest was not ‘find, fight and kill’ warfare. There was no decisive victory or defeat. The aim was to detect the ‘bad boys’ and deter and de-escalate their violence rather than escalate hostilities to success through ‘body count’. This mode of operation was not community policing by soldiers either. It involved adjusting attitudes forcefully and assuring uncomfortable consequences for bad behaviour and ultimately lethal responses to armed challenges. ‘Raise your gun against my mates or me, you’re dead, c*#t!’


In 1993, the Australian Force Somalia launched Australia’s first post-Cold War strategic corporals. In the past, the performance of fight leaders and small teams on operations would not have become public knowledge for some time. Reporting from the Kokoda Track in New Guinea in 1942 and from a rubber plantation at Long Tan in Vietnam in 1966, where the performance of a few Australian troops had strategic implications, was limited, censored and delayed. But the media were there to broadcast live in Somalia. Reporting on the fate of Australians on patrol was instantaneous in the first weeks when the diggers were adjusting their attitudes to an unfamiliar and dangerous operating environment and facing extreme provocation.


The world looked over their shoulders. Corporals and diggers had to make split-second decisions to open or hold fire. Holding fire when provoked by punks constituted disciplined professional performance. Opening fire before understanding the situation, especially against unarmed provocateurs, constituted unprofessional conduct and possible condemnation, even criminal charges. These young Australians carried the international reputation of Australia and its army on their shoulders. Their actions would either enhance that reputation or create controversy, negative publicity and, potentially, international embarrassment and condemnation.


By objective standards of soldiering – and the opinions of NGOs, local Somali community organisations, and American officers who commanded the Australians – fight leaders and their teams performed exceptionally well. Somalia was an unhealthy, dangerous place with a culture and climate that sapped Western-trained combat forces’ patience, tolerance and energy. Frustrations were inviting brutal responses. Under Lieutenant Colonel David Hurley’s quiet, thoughtful and decisive leadership, initial expectations of fighting as a combat force against warlord armies were set aside. He and his commanders insisted on an ethos based on a ‘firm, fair and friendly approach to ordinary Somalis’, replacing the stern attitudes of combat units disengaged from the population in a military contest.


After asserting a presence through rigorous patrolling and search-and-clear urban and rural operations, the Australians deterred a range of marauders from interfering with UN and NGO humanitarian activities, keeping expatriate staff safe and killing and wounding several Somali shooters in surprise clashes. After adjusting their own attitudes to balance aggression and compassion, fight leaders and their diggers forcefully adjusted Somali attitudes, secured a stalemate, and then took control for the time they were in Somalia. Australian soldiers individually and collectively helped a traumatised society needing a ‘fair go’ and gave ordinary Somali men, women and children trying to survive a little bit of hope.


Bob Breen


October 2022




CHAPTER 1


Settling In


The situation


By July 1992, civil war and drought had ruined Somalia. The survival of over four million Somalis depended on the distribution of food and the provision of clean water and medical services by UN agencies and aid agencies, collectively known as non-government organisations – NGOs. Up to 100 people a day were dying in the inland city of Baidoa amidst the anarchy and widespread lawlessness. Their bodies were loaded onto carts and trucks and dumped into mass graves. Over 12,000 bodies lay in the softer soil of the riverbanks that ran through the city, awaiting the next wet season to be exhumed by running water to spread disease.


Four militia armies led by what the Western media dubbed ‘warlords’ systematically looted and hoarded food and other life-sustaining commodities. The question was whether the United Nations, representing the ideals of international cooperation and humanitarianism, could intervene in Somalia to restore the flow of humanitarian aid to those most in need and facilitate political reconciliation and restoration of law and order.


Malcolm Fraser, a former Australian Prime Minister and then President of CARE International, reported,


During a recent fact-finding mission to Somalia, I witnessed extreme depths of human suffering against a backdrop of naked anarchy, wanton destruction and total collapse of social, economic and political structures. ... The UN must accept the challenge of Somalia with determination and perseverance. ... The consequences of failure do not warrant contemplation.


A United Nations intervention force became bogged down and besieged by warlords in Mogadishu, the capital of Somalia, in November 1992. Enough was enough. United States Marines spearheaded an international coalition called the Unified Task Force (UNITAF) into Mogadishu on 9 December, and, after securing the city, they pushed inland to cities such as Baidoa.


Baidoa, where the Australians would operate, was a lawless city. Warring groups and thousands of scavenging displaced persons had gutted the city. The metropolis was dysfunctional – physically, socially and politically. It lay in ruins with minimal essential services, apart from those medical services and the food distribution provided by aid agencies. Citizens struggled to survive, constantly under threat from criminals and violent, competitive clans; gangsters, marauding bandits from the countryside, corrupt and competitive clan elders and violent Western-style political factions acting as fronts for centuries-old clan affiliations, all vying for power and control.
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Defence MSU/93/0146/07 Little girl crying, the tears streaking her cheeks, waiting for her water pail to be filled from the murky bottom of the town well in Baidoa. Photographer Gary Ramage.


In the absence of agricultural commerce, the economy of Baidoa had become dependent on trade in stolen humanitarian aid, khat (a leafy plant that releases narcotic juices when chewed), guns, sex and audio cassettes of Western music. Despite being a Muslim city, every night, the khat market in Baidoa throbbed with ‘sex, drugs, and rock and roll’ as well as reggae music amidst the chatter of gunfire and pierced by the cries of victims of assault. Somali men, high on khat, would fire bursts from their rifles and pistols into the air, indiscriminately at buildings or, after provocation, at one another. Groups of bandits scouted for prey, regularly robbing those with the misfortune of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Every night the local hospitals run by the International Medical Corps and Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) treated scores of Somalis suffering from gunshot and knife wounds and injuries from severe beatings.
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AWM P01735.437 Somali men buying and selling the narcotic drug, khat, in Baidoa. Photographer George Gittoes.


The Australians arrived in January 1993 expecting a fight for control of Baidoa. They faced three armed groups who depended on criminal activity for their livelihoods. These men were threats to the security of humanitarian aid operations and the personal safety of aid agency staff. The first group comprised local gangsters, thugs, extortionists, arms dealers, brothel owners and drug runners. The second group consisted of nomadic bandits who visited Baidoa to rob, rape and loot. Incredibly, the third group were guards employed by the less experienced aid agencies. Many of these ‘hired guns’ were not local Baidoans and, because they were armed and lived in aid agency compounds, posed a complicated security problem for the Australians. Few could be trusted, and some were conspiring to steal goods from compounds and warehouses at night when they were supposedly on guard. Evidence of killings of expatriate NGO managers in Kismaayo and Berdaale in late 1992 and early 1993 indicated that expatriate aid agency managers in Baidoa were more likely to be shot by these men than by local criminals or bandits.


The Australian commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel David Hurley, was left to set the standards for Australians’ behaviour in this complex and demanding operating environment. The Americans lightly supervised coalition contingents and left them to operate independently. There were no enemy forces to fight on a battlefield. This operation was a hard-edged competitive humanitarian operation. If Hurley could calibrate military deterrence correctly, there would be no need to fire a shot. If junior leaders and small teams faced down provocation astutely, violence would decrease over time. Getting the balance of aggression and compassion right would measure success, not successful combat operations or ‘toe-to-toe’ close combat on a conventional battlefield. However, there would be sudden short, sharp and nasty firefights at close quarters, mostly at night.
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Lieutenant Colonel David Hurley briefing his commanders and staff in Townsville, before leaving for Somalia in December 1992. Courtesy of the Townsville Bulletin, Photographer, Michael Chambers.


The tasks


There were four tasks to achieve in the vast Baidoa Humanitarian Relief Sector (HRS). The first task for the Australians was to defend themselves and their base and protect the UN World Food Program (WFP) staff, other NGO staff and their distribution operations at the Baidoa airfield. This task did not require much ingenuity. The Australian infantry’s core business is ‘holding ground’. The Australians also benefitted from the goodwill of co-located US engineers and US Navy Sea Bees to improve their headquarters and accommodation facilities. Still, the rifle companies lived in abandoned US Marine tentage exposed to inclement weather and biting insects for four months.


David Hurley’s second task was to create a secure environment in the metropolitan area of Baidoa to protect humanitarian operations. This task required significant ingenuity and risk management. The task entailed protecting expatriate aid agency and NGO staff, accommodation areas, vehicles and other aid agency property. Hurley had to assess the threat to aid agencies, allocate sufficient resources to meet the danger and impose a regime of patrolling, including building and house searches. He also had to occupy particular compounds as a visible and effective deterrent. He had to spread his troops thinly. Numerous aid agencies had established themselves in a total of 43 different compounds in Baidoa, 20 of which provided accommodation, while the others housed administrative and storage areas. The agencies varied in size, but all employed Somalis as drivers, security guards and workers. Members of this workforce were armed and could not be trusted.


The third task also required ingenuity and careful risk management. It was to maintain sufficient troops in the countryside of the vast Baidoa HRS to deter those contemplating interfering with the delivery and distribution of humanitarian aid in remote areas, either by theft from the WFP and NGOs before distribution or by intimidation and robbery of recipients after delivery. This task was akin to community policing. No police force has enough personnel for 24/7 surveillance over the entire area of its responsibilities or to maintain a physical presence everywhere all the time.


Like the task in metropolitan areas, the challenge in the countryside was to create a sufficient presence periodically for criminals to think twice about committing crimes. There will never be perfect law and order, but the activities of a police force should minimise crime. Hurley and his staff had to assess the threat, allocate personnel and vehicles and conduct operations to deter interference with aid distribution. Hurley also had the delicate mission of securing the cooperation of local Somalis, whom the Australians would depend on to provide information on individuals and groups who posed a danger to humanitarian operations.


Hurley’s fourth task was to protect food convoys and other humanitarian activities in the countryside. Militarily, this was relatively easy to achieve by providing armed, troop-carrying escort vehicles. The difficulty lay in coordinating with aid agency managers to ensure sufficient soldiers and vehicles to protect their operations. The Australians accepted a further challenge to ensure an orderly and equitable allocation followed after highly prized food and other supplies arrived at distribution points.


From the beginning, the Australians assumed responsibility for establishing distribution points and controlling crowds in conjunction with aid agency staff. In typically Australian fashion, they wanted to ensure that everyone ‘had a fair go’. They developed innovative techniques and crowd control methods to ensure that all Somalis entitled to aid received it. Compared to the Australian approach, other national forces ended their responsibilities as soon as aid arrived safely. They left it to NGOs to sort out distribution and crowd control – a ‘dump and leave’ approach.


Back in Australia, Hurley and his operations officer, Major John Caligari, displayed exceptional ingenuity without the benefit of reconnaissance and with little situational awareness. They assigned the rifle companies to each of these four tasks on nine-day rotations, bolstered by Reconnaissance, Mortar and Direct Fire Support Weapons platoons from Support Company. Consequently, company commanders could rotate their three rifle platoons through a three-day cycle within companies, while platoon commanders could rotate their three sections on one-day cycles. This process kept the soldiers alert and motivated by giving them various tasks in several locations. Each company and platoon faced the same tests of their professional flexibility within a range of employment settings.


First impressions


Soon after he arrived in Baidoa, David Hurley wrote:


Most of the government buildings in our area were completely destroyed. Anything that wasn’t fixed had been stripped from other buildings – roofing, windows, doors, wiring. The main shopping area was littered – a lot of wreckage, old car bodies, just like a big garbage dump. No power. Very few people are on the streets at all. No ordinary citizen dared venture out on the streets at night, and only a few would come out in the daytime. Surrounding the town were these humpy villages with refugees living basically under piles of rubbish, twigs with grass interlaced covered with plastic bags or plastic sheeting, or cardboard – whatever they could get hold of.


The fight against famine in Baidoa had been won by January 1993. Many refugees were returning to their homes in the countryside. Several UN agencies and NGOs continued to work in the area. Major Dick Stanhope, the officer leading the Civil-Military Operations team, summarised:


The relief organisations represented [in Baidoa] included CARE Australia, World Vision, Medicines Sans Frontieres-Holland (MSF-H), CONCERN [Irish NGO], GOAL [Irish NGO], International Medical Corps (IMC), International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and the Catholic Relief Service (CRS). Each had a different mandate and level of funding. The United Nations was represented by the World Food Program, UNICEF and UNOSOM. About 102 expatriate NGO managers and workers lived and worked in Baidoa, located in 43 different compounds; 20 were living accommodation. Each NGO varied in size but employed many Somalis as drivers, security guards and workers.


[image: ]


AWMP01735.422 Aerial view of Baidoa January 1993, Photographer George Gittoes.


Spurred by the deaths of a Marine in Mogadishu and injuries to Marines from rocks thrown at them in Baidoa, America’s stormtroopers decided to farewell Baidoa and surrounding towns forcefully. Somalis in the Baidoa area received one more taste of Marine Corps muscle before the Australians took over. In their terminology, the Marines `took down’ Buurhakaba and several other towns and villages in the Baidoa sector in airmobile assaults in helicopters. Teams of Marines conducted rigorous searches of homes, buildings and compounds in Baidoa, roughly shoving any Somali males of military age who came their way.


Property owners were angry about the damage caused to houses and businesses during Marine searches. The expatriate NGO staff were angry with the Marines for being violent and not cooperating with them. Local criminals were mad that the Marines had interrupted their lucrative extortion operations for several weeks and that their arms and vehicles were confiscated. After the Marines set the stage violently for the Australian takeover, the Somalis did not know what to expect from the Australians; another group of foreign troops – possibly no better and potentially worse than the Marines.


Aside from the uproar caused by the Marines, the Australians had to contend with another security crisis as they prepared to take over. On 15 January, six Somalis, three employed by the Red Cross NGO, shot and killed a Swiss Red Cross employee execution-style in the back of the head at Berdaale, just over 90 kilometres south-west of Baidoa. The motive was robbery, and they stole a large amount of US currency. This murder increased anxiety among expatriate NGO staff in Baidoa. They were disillusioned with the Marines, who had concentrated on escorting convoys and confiscating weapons and had not provided overnight security for them. There was talk of some NGOs ceasing relief operations in Baidoa and pulling out.


Responding to the threat of an NGO walkout, David Hurley planned to create a secure environment in Baidoa 24 hours a day to deter anyone contemplating interfering with humanitarian aid distribution and attacking NGO staff. Unlike the Marines, Hurley intended to provide tight physical security for expatriate NGO managers and all UN and NGO compounds and warehouses by sending patrols into the streets of Baidoa around the clock. They also intended to implement the UNITAF policy of confiscating all arms and ammunition found and registering the weapons carried by the guards employed by the UN agencies and NGOs.


First patrols


On 16 January, Alpha Company flew in from Mogadishu after disembarking from HMAS Jervis Bay. Their reception in Baidoa was chaotic and disorganised – a frustrating beginning to their service in Somalia. A scrum of journalists seeking interviews and taking photographs and video footage compounded the stress. Major Doug Fraser, the officer commanding, had expected to take over airport perimeter security positions from the Marines at midnight. He was now told to set up vehicle checkpoints simultaneously on the approaches to the airfield and send out his first patrol into Baidoa at 5.30 am the next morning. A long, busy, chaotic day was now becoming a sleepless 24 hours.


Fraser quickly arranged for those who would lead the first Australian patrols the next morning to accompany the last Marine patrols into town that night so they would get a feel for the situation. He then prepared and issued new orders to his platoon commanders and gave several interviews to journalists who continually asked him what dangers he and his men anticipated in Baidoa. Later, he was told that a group of journalists and several camera crews would accompany his first patrol into town, and footage of that patrol would be on all the Australian national television network news programs the following evening. No pressure!


Alpha company’s diggers experienced great excitement that night as they listened to Baidoa crackle with gunfire. Lieutenant Bob Worswick, the Commander of 2 Platoon, who accompanied one of the Marine patrols into Baidoa that night, was struck by the hatred in Somali eyes as the Marines drove past them. He deduced that the Somalis knew that the Marines were there to do a job but not to help. No-one at the airport or any Marines patrolling in Baidoa noticed one flurry of shots among all the others. Three armed Somalis attacked and looted the Medicines Sans Frontieres (MSF) NGO compound and escaped with a large quantity of US currency.


It fell to Corporal Terry `Burger’ Conner, from Worswick’s Platoon, to lead the first Australian patrol into Baidoa just before first light on 17 January. He had been out most of the night with a Marine patrol but was still alert and keen. Worswick, who had also had a busy sleepless night driving around with the Marines, waited with Conner until 5.30 am for the journalists to appear. Word came to him that they had slept in. With a feeling of relief, he ordered Conner to proceed as planned. Worswick decided to accompany this first patrol and wrote in his diary later:


The first impressions of town in the morning were completely different to what was expected. As you left the main gate for the first time and allowed the action of your rifle to chamber a live round, the reality of the situation suddenly hit you. Everything you had trained for was ‘Now’, and outside was the unknown—the first operational patrol since Vietnam. The effect on the soldiers was overwhelming: eyes widened trying to see into the morning darkness, ears were pricked up, heads cocked listening for the slightest sound but hearing nothing but your heart pounding, hands tightening on pistol grips, and sweat pouring from every pore as the soldiers’ instinct took over and they became `switched on. We had only gone 20 metres outside the gate; there were three hours and another 12 kilometres ahead.


As the sun came up, the reality of town was realised. The streets were alive, with people slowly awakening from a night’s sleep, like creatures coming out of their holes. The foul stench that violated your sense of smell came from the filth littering the streets; rubbish, human excrement and animal waste...
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AWM P01735.488 Corporal Terry Connor, in front, and Lieutenant Bob Worswick, at rear, members of 2 Platoon, A Company, on patrol in Baidoa early in 1993, Photographer George Gittoes.


As Conner’s men headed into town, the news of the robbery at the MSF compound spread among the NGO community. The Marines were no longer responsible for security in the city, so the Australians picked up the consequences of this incident. Later that morning, a delegation from the Baidoa NGO Committee met with Dick Stanhope, the Civil-Military liaison officer. The combination of the murder of the Red Cross manager in Berdaale and the MSF robbery had brought months of anxiety and tension to a head. All the expatriate NGO staff in Baidoa had signed a letter sent to the HQ UNITAF in Mogadishu stating they would leave Baidoa immediately if one of them were killed or wounded. When this was reported to Hurley, he knew that his mission would fail if he were unable to protect the NGO compounds and expatriate personnel,


The next patrol into Baidoa put the patrol commander, Corporal Dion Jobson, under considerable pressure. He and his men were accompanied by Doug Fraser, their company commander, a team of journalists, photographers, a defence media liaison officer and a video camera crew. Every time Jobson gestured or called to his men, camera shutters would click rapidly. A video cameraman with a sound recordist scrambled behind him, urging him to move into a better position to get a `close up’. Journalists darted here and there to get into a better place to see what was going on. All this happened in front of a crowd of amused and contemptuous Somalis. Fortunately, the patrol was completed without incident, and a positive image of the diggers was created back in Australia on national television network news programs.


That night a single shot was fired at one of Fraser’s patrols at about 10.45 pm. The patrol `froze’ and listened for 15 minutes before continuing on their way. Their response was limited by a ban on using illumination flares in town because of concerns about starting fires among the stick and hessian huts. The contest for supremacy in Baidoa had begun.


By 20 January, after three days of almost continuous patrolling, Worswick’s men were exhausted. He wrote:
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