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Tim Willcox:  Let’s go straight back to RAF Kinloss where that press conference is about to start.

Press Conference Organiser:  What I’ve seen and heard in the last twenty four hours I can tell you the darkest hour always does come before the dawn.  We will have, if you would bear with us for a moment, a quick service announcement   Please switch off your mobile phones.  Please be ready.  We will run this for several minutes.  The Station Commander will make a statement as will the Squadron Commander.  They will then take questions and at a certain point we will have to stop because there are other things to do.

If I can introduce Group Captain Chris Birks, the Station Commander, who sits furthest away from me and Wing Commander Martin Cannard also commanding 120 Squadron who will speak.  The Station Commander will speak to you first.  Thank you.

Group Captain Chris Birks (Station Commander, RAF Kinloss):  Ladies and Gentlemen I’m very deeply saddened to have to report the deaths of twelve air crew from One Air Force Kinloss in a Nimrod accident over Afghanistan yesterday.  All twelve were from Number, were from Number 120 Squadron based here at Kinloss.  All were long serving and experienced air crew and were known to me personally.  As well as first class personnel these were colleagues and friends of myself and my other personnel.  This is a day no one ever wants to have to experience.  The station is in mourning.

The main priority, priority for me now is to provide support for the families of those lost, their friends and colleagues.  Our thoughts and prayers are with them.  You will understand that until all relatives of the twelve personnel contacted no names will be released.

The Nimrod was operating over Afghanistan in support of a NATO operation.  The aircraft and crews have flown many operations over Afghanistan and were very experienced with the area.  I can not and will not go in to details of operations in the Middle East.

We are grateful to the media for their support and I would ask that in respect of the families that when the names are released that they are left in peace to begin to come to terms with their loss.

Wing Commander Martin Cannard, officer, officer commanding 120 Squadron would now also like to make a brief statement.

Wing Commander Martin Cannard (Commander, 120 Squadron, RAF Kinloss):  Good morning.

120 Squadron has suffered a profound loss.  We have lost good friends and colleagues, many known personally to us over many years.  I’ve been humbled by the commitment and determination of all of my people to do all that they can for those that have lost loved ones and friends and this will be our sole focus in the coming days.

Thank you.

Press Conference Organiser:  Gentlemen (indistinct), James Matthews from Sky News.

James Matthews (Sky News):  We’re informed that it was a technical fault that brought the plane down.  A: can you shed any light on that and b: what questions do you want answered?

Chris Birks:  There will be a full Board of Inquiry that will establish the exact cause but all the indications are at this stage that it was a technical fault and all my questions will be answered in the fullness of crime from the Board of Inquiry.

JM:  What are the concerns for the other Nimrods that you have currently at (indistinct)?

CB:  Well the, the Nimrod has a very good serviceability record.  Obviously whatever checks that may emerge we will take place but we are confident that the Nimrod has a good track record in serviceability in operations at home and overseas.

JM:  So they will fly in the days ahead?  There’s no doubts as to its air worthiness?

CB:  We will continue to fly on operations as required and we will take advice from what comes from the Board of Inquiry.

JM:  Are any special checks being carried out in the light of the (indistinct)?

CB:  Well we have to wait for the Board of Inquiry to establish exactly what happened.  We’re taking all prudent precautions that we can with the very scant knowledge that we have at this time.

Andrew Cassell (BBC News):  Can I clarify Group Captain, Andrew Cassell, BBC News, if that’s the case will Nimrods be flying as normal tomorrow?

CB:  We will aim to continue our flying as soon, in the light of the information that we have and where operations need to be conducted in the light of information we will make a considered judgement as to what course of action we will take.

AC:  Is it the case however that Nimrods don’t normally fly on a Saturday and Sunday here; therefore you would expect normal operations to resume tomorrow?

CB:  We will always fly operations as required.  Our normal routine here at Kinloss generally for training sources is from a Monday to Friday and we will consider our course of action for tomorrow in the light of today, the events that we will now consider today.

Unidentified Reporter:  (Indistinct) today that the aircraft have been flown at the edge of their limit and also the crews are working up to eighteen hour days can you comment whether that’s correct or not (indistinct) …

CB:  It’s a military establishment and a military unit.  We will always fly as required for operations.  We have limits set that we do not exceed and that has certainly been the case in the operations that we fly in the Middle East and at home at the moment.

Unidentified Reporter:  There have been questions asked as to whether not just RAF but all troops in Afghanistan and elsewhere in the Middle East are perhaps too thinly stretched and, and are being stretched too far.  Do you agree with that?

CB:  I am not going to comment on any operations in the Middle East, as I said in my statement at the beginning, I’m afraid.

Unidentified Reporter:  Group Captain, can I ask what support mechanisms are in place at the moment for families and for all you over the next few days?

CB:  We have a very good welfare support system here at RAF Kinloss.  A (indistinct), a senior officer and a colleague visited all the families when we started the (indistinct) informing and the full range of facilities from padres through to colleagues through to medics and SAFFA.  All our welfare facilities are available to the families that have been involved.

Unidentified Reporter:  Was the aircraft subject to any recent maintenance at all (indistinct)?

CB:  All aircraft are subject to routine maintenance and the aircraft …

Unidentified Reporter:  But recent, recently …

CB:  … the, the aircraft involved was subject to the normal maintenance you would expect.

Unidentified Reporter:  Which would be?

CB:  Just routine pre flight servicing, post flight servicing.

Unidentified Reporter:  Can you tell me (indistinct) radio message which was broadcast before the tragedy?

CB:  I really can’t comment on anything until I hear from the Board of Inquiry as to what happened.

Unidentified Reporter:  How old, how old is the aircraft that, that, which went down?

CB:  The Nimrod’s been in service, the Mark 2 Nimrod’s been in service since 1979.

Unidentified Reporter:  So can we assume the aircraft is, was, was (indistinct) the aircraft which went in to service in 1979 has crashed.

CB:  Yes, yes, the, the fleet came in to service in 1979.  Since the introduction of the Nimrod Mark 2 we haven’t had any more recent modifications.  The next Nimrod to come in to service, as I’m sure you are aware, will be the Nimrod Mark 4 made in two or three years’ time.

Unidentified Reporter:  Group Captain can you outline the, the sort of role that the Nimrod has actually been playing in Afghanistan given that its primary role is as a, as a maritime reconnaissance aircraft and Afghanistan is about as far from the sea as you can possibly get?

CB:  Well as I said before I can not comment specifically on operations in the Middle East.  What I can say is that the Nimrod has a general reconnaissance role, not just a maritime one.

Unidentified Reporter:  Commander, can you tell us how, I assume other members of the Squadron are here and elsewhere, how, how has it affected them because presumably they have been involved in helping the families and informing them?

Martin Cannard:  Well they have indeed.  As I’ve said earlier the, this Squadron’s been profoundly affected by this.  We, we all sense a deep sense of loss.  As I’ve said many of the guys were well known to us personally as friends and as well as professional work colleagues over many years.  But I’m, I’m pleased to say this Squadron’s really pulling well together and we’re working very hard to do all we can for the families of those that we’ve lost and, and, and …

Unidentified Reporter:  And are most of the families, would they be on base in married quarters or will they be part of the community, the wider community?

MC:  Well as you can imagine the, the families are, are both.  They’re people who are affected all over the country, is this, but, but the Royal Air Force has support mechanisms in place for, for everybody wherever they might be.

Unidentified Reporter:  (Indistinct) they are friends of yours, colleagues.  We, we’ll get the names later.  Without giving identities just tell me about the crew that were on board as individuals and as a team and as your friends.

MC:  They were hard working, professional guys doing an important job which they were committed to, which they enjoyed.  They were good friends.  Their families were good friends to many of us.  Many I’ve known for a number of years.  Some I’ve known more recently.  I can say no more really.  They were, they were great guys.

Unidentified Reporter:  How have the families taken the news and were you involved in breaking it to them?

MC:  A number of senior station executives were involved in, in breaking the news and as you can imagine there was a wide range of reactions yesterday when they were informed.  We’re back with all of those families today to continue our support.

Unidentified Reporter:  How do you expect the Board of Inquiry to (indistinct)?

Chris Birks:   It will take as long as it takes.  They will obviously aim to work as quickly as they can but they need to be as accurate as possible.

Unidentified Reporter:  Has it been ruled out that the aircraft was a victim of hostile fire?

CB:  As I said earlier the indications are that this would appear to be a tragic accident caused through a technical fault but the Board of Inquiry will establish the full causes.

Unidentified Reporter:  Does this Nimrod actually carry something which we, in, in, in laymen’s terms would call a black box?

CB:  Yeah.  All aircraft have a, a form of recording equipment but it will all come out in the Board of Inquiry as to what actually happened.

Unidentified Reporter:  Station Commander who will give you the go ahead to fly Nimrods again if you’re waiting on word today effectively?

CB:  I, in terms of flying the Nimrods we’re, we’re obviously doing what checks we can and we aim to continue operations as soon as possible.

Unidentified Reporter:  In Afghanistan or looking at them all?

CB:  Well within, within the whole fleet.  We’ve got to look at the whole fleet but I haven’t actually said that they’ve all been fully grounded.  I’ve said that we’re actually looking to do what checks we need to do in the information that we have to then make a judgement and that will come from, with, in liaison with both our Command, Strike Command and with the Ministry of Defence and the Joint Headquarters.

Unidentified Reporter:  No but the (indistinct), be that, that with this plane that came down there is a, they’re, they’re fairly sure what brought it down and checks on that particular piece of equipment are, are being conducted (indistinct)?

CB:  With the leads that we’ve got so far we’re doing the, as much as we can at the moment, yes.

Unidentified Reporter:  So there are, there are leads that indicate …

CB:  Only pretty much what has been reported in the press at the moment but …

Unidentified Reporter:  But you’ll, you’ll need to know presumably by tomorrow whether you’re on training ops and other operations are to continue with the aircraft here?

CB:  Yes we will.

Unidentified Reporter:  So are Nimrods in Afghanistan still flying?

CB:  Today there is no requirement for as far as I’m aware but you’ve got to go really to find out what the operational requirement is and I’m not going to discuss that here.

Press Conference Organiser:  One final question.

Unidentified Reporter:  (Indistinct) hope to bring your, your guys home?

CB:  We, as soon as we can.  We really can’t say at this stage how long it will take.

Unidentified Reporter:  Will they come back here?

CB:  We will, as soon as we know details they will be released.

Press Conference Organiser:  All right thank you very much indeed.  Thank you.

Tim Willcox:  Well a very difficult time for RAF Kinloss.  We’ve just been hearing from Group Captain Chris Birks and also Wing Commander Martin Cannard who described those who died yesterday in Afghanistan.  They were “hard working, professional guys doing an important job which they were committed to and which they enjoyed.  We’ve lost good friends.  They were great guys.”

The base he said was pulling together, people reacting of course in different ways.  Families of those who were killed were being supported by senior officers, the padre and other support teams as well.

