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Islamic recruits to help spy force tackle terrorism at home

By Anne Davies and Cynthia Banham
October 17, 2005

· Exercises test Games safety 

ASIO will double in size over the next five years as part of a strategy to equip the organisation for home-grown terrorism threats, the Prime Minister, John Howard, said yesterday.

The spy agency will increase its employees from 980 to 1860, which will be its highest number of staff, by 2010. Most new agents are expected to be recruited from Islamic and ethnic communities.

The Attorney-General, Philip Ruddock, said ASIO needed "a variety of language skills and awareness of different cultural backgrounds" if it was to be effective.

The bombings in London in July, which were carried out by home-grown terrorists, caused a rethink within ASIO about the threat facing Australia.

"Home-grown terrorist threats are a greater reality to the Australian people now than we would have thought to be the case six or 12 months ago," Mr Howard said.

"I think we accepted that it could happen here, seeing it happen in London, a city as I've said before we know better than any city in the world except our own."

The Government has increased ASIO's budget from $62.9 million to $171.7 million since the September 11 attacks in 2001. The decision to double staff, a result of a strategic review by Allan Taylor, a former director-general of the Australian Security and Intelligence Service, will entail a huge increase in the spy agency's funding in the budget next May.

ASIO will recruit 900 spies over the next five years. It will also invest in new information technology systems to cope with the vast volume of intelligence now being developed and exchanged internationally.

This is likely to include new computer systems and surveillance equipment.

Mr Howard declined to give details of home-grown terrorist threats - other than the French national Willy Brigitte - but said they were "very, very significant".

"Now I cannot guarantee through the investment of these additional resources that we are going to be able to anticipate every single terrorist threat to this country, but … by investing the resources that experts tell us are needed, we will give ourselves … a fighting chance," he said.

The Taylor review is a classified document, but Mr Howard said the recommendations had been accepted in full.

Labor's spokesman for homeland security, Arch Bevis, described Mr Howard's announcement as "political spin". But Mr Bevis said "we need improved intelligence services".

A risk consultant, Allan Behm, said increasing ASIO's resources was "not a bad move" and that it made sense to make Australia's intelligence base more robust.

Mr Behm said ASIO would look to recruit people from Indonesian, South Asian and Middle Eastern backgrounds, who had more "plausibility and credibility" among those groups. "We will be seeing the development in ASIO away from the Anglo-Celtic look to something that looks more like Australia," he said.

Professor Hugh White of the Australian National University and a fellow at the Lowy Institute, welcomed the expansion.

"I would much rather have a well resourced ASIO with poor powers than a poorly resourced ASIO with wide powers."

The Government is proposing anti-terrorism powers that would allow people to be held without charge and suspicious persons to be put under house arrest.

The legislation, a draft of which has been shown to the Government's back-bench Attorney-General's committee and to state premiers, was leaked on Friday by the Chief Minister of the Australian Capital Territory, Jon Stanhope, who expressed serious concerns about some of its provisions.

The president of the Law Council of Australia, John North, said the proposed laws would push the nation closer to becoming a police state.

A spokesman for the Islamic Council of NSW, Ali Roude, said that threats of terrorist attacks needed to be effectively identified to ensure innocent people did not become the victims of the new measures.

