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Produced by New Zealand Defence



“In-Depth” Defence: Decisions about the future of the F-16 fighter aircraft lease-to-buy contract with the United States and the state of the defence budget dominated the news last month. The Government opted not to go ahead with the deal, following the release of a review by former ACT MP, Derek Quigley. The Prime Minister told Parliament that the decision would take enormous pressure off defence, allowing the Government to get on with doing the things that were important: “We are for depth rather than breadth which spreads our forces far too thinly.” Policy Statement: The Quigley review found the NZ Defence Force to be in a “parlous” fiscal position. More than $5 billion needed to be spent over the next ten years, it said, compared to the 20-year estimate of $4.4 billion made in the 1997 Defence Assessment. As a result, there will be a formal statement of Government policy so that priorities for spending on military equipment can be established in the light of New Zealand’s security interests in the South Pacific, the Asia-Pacific region and beyond. Future Uncertain: The future of the RNZAF’s air combat force will also be reviewed following the Government’s decision to scrap the F-16 lease-to-buy deal with the United States. Prime Minister Helen Clark said dispensing with an air combat capability “held fiscal attractions” as the Air Force’s Skyhawks cost about $140 million a year to operate or close to 10 percent of the defence budget. The Government, however, wanted to take more time to address that question and an air combat capability study would be done. No date has been set for its completion. Reaction Varied: The decision to cancel the F-16 contract drew varied reactions from the National Party, the United States, and New Zealand’s principal defence partner, Australia. Opposition defence spokesman, Wayne Mapp, said his party would restore the Air Force’s air combat capability if the Government chose to dispense with it and would look for a new deal on replacement aircraft. The American ambassador, Carol Moseley Braun, said the US was concerned about regional security as a result of the cancellation. But the Australian Defence Minister, John Moore, said the decision was one for the NZ Government to make and Australia would not seek to interfere: “Our only interest is to see New Zealand, through the mix it chooses, remaining a viable and strong defence partner.”



Lifespan Review: The F-16 decision means that the Air Force will now have to decide how long it can keep its 19 ageing Skyhawk fighter-bombers in the air. In the words of Chief of Air Staff, Air Vice Marshal Don Hamilton: “We must determine how best the Skyhawks can be used over the remaining years of their lives to deliver the capabilities the Government requires. The most immediate issue is to more accurately determine what that remaining life actually is.” Meanwhile, some progress has been made to remedy the RNZAF’s pilot retention problems. Nineteen of the 20 flying instructors offered a $25,000 bonus payment to stay with the Air Force have signed up for an additional 18 months. Bases To Close?: The Government is to reconsider a 1997 report on Defence real estate by consultants Coopers and Lybrand. The report’s recommendations included a proposal that Air Force bases at Whenuapai and Hobsonville be closed and Army operations at Burnham be shifted to Linton, near Palmerston North, along with most operations at Waiouru. The report said that tens of millions of dollars could be freed up for other military needs from base closures and the sale of prime defence real estate. The Minister of Defence, Hon Mark Burton, is expected to advise Cabinet shortly which of the report’s main recommendations should be implemented. Exercise Buildup: The frigates Canterbury and Te Kaha and the naval tanker Endeavour deploy next month to the South West Pacific and South East Asia in preparation for the annual FPDA exercises with ships and aircraft from Malaysia and Singapore. The new frigate Te Mana is performing combat system trials with the RAN off Australia’s East Coast. Once these are complete the frigate goes to the RAN’s Fleet Base West (near Fremantle) for a workup of all onboard systems and the ship’s company itself. At home, the Naval Armament Depot at Birkenhead in Auckland has won the prestigious NZ Chemical Industry Council gold award for the excellence of its safety, health, and environmental protection programmes. Changing the Guard: 650 soldiers from Burnham-based 2/1 Battalion group and personnel from the RNZAF’s No.3 (helicopter) Squadron deploy to East Timor next month, replacing New Zealand soldiers and airmen who have been on the island since September last year. Eighty of them will be Territorial soldiers drawn from units throughout the South Island. They will be employed as front-line infantry, and in medical, communications, catering, and specialist repair and maintenance roles. Major General Peter Cosgrove, former Australian commander of the 10,000-strong international force on East Timor, has described the Kiwi force as a “cornerstone” of the peacekeeping operation there: “I saw a lot of guts, and a very high standard of professionalism, backed up by some very good capabilities.” “Kia Ora Kiwi”: A major exhibition that looks at the changing role of New Zealand’s armed forces gets under way at Te Papa in Wellington on 7 April. “Kia Ora Kiwi” touches on all the main events of our military history, including the two world wars, conflicts in Korea and South East Asia, and recent peacekeeping operations around the world. Operation Te Papa follows at Easter Weekend, featuring a variety of Defence Force activities, including aerobatic displays and flyovers, parachute demonstrations, open days aboard the frigate Te Kaha and performances by the Army band. This newsletter is available on the Ministry of Defence website: www.defence.govt.nz
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