Wheat firm 'bribed Saddam regime to win trade deals'
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Australia's monopoly wheat exporter may have profited from kickbacks it allegedly paid Saddam Hussein's regime, a government inquiry has heard. 

AWB, formerly known as the Australian Wheat Board, is accused of making illegal payments to Saddam's government under the United Nations oil-for-food programme. 

Leading AWB executives allegedly paid nearly £125 million for non-existent trucking services to a Jordanian company, Alia, with the money going directly to the Iraqi dictator. 

AWB, the largest single supplier of humanitarian goods under the oil-for-food programme, has denied the claims. 

From 1996 to 2003, AWB sold £1.3 billion worth of wheat to Iraq and the inquiry was told that the company knew it was paying secret "service fees" to the regime through inflated wheat prices, but concealed this from the United Nations. 

Yesterday the inquiry also heard that the board had regular contact with the Australian government, specifically with the foreign minister, Alexander Downer, over the deals.

Andrew Lindberg, AWB managing director, said that he had met Mr Downer several times but could not remember discussing the company's contracts in Iraq. 

He denied any knowledge of 10 per cent "service fees" being included as kickbacks, which were mentioned in a report allegedly written by two senior AWB executives and provided to the inquiry.

Asked if he had told UN investigators the truth, Mr Lindberg said he believed at the time that he had, but he now knew more than he did then.

