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SYDNEY, Australia, Tuesday, April 11 — The high-profile hearings into accusations that an Australian wheat company, AWB Ltd., paid $200 million in kickbacks to Saddam Hussein's government under the United Nations oil-for-food program became even more dramatic on Monday with the appearance of the deputy prime minister, Mark Vaile.

Mr. Vaile, who is also minister of trade, was asked whether he knew about the kickbacks and about his harsh rejection three years ago of public suggestions by American wheat growers that AWB was paying kickbacks. He responded repeatedly to questions with the answer, "I don't recollect." 

Adding to the tension, Prime Minister John Howard announced that he had been asked to give a written statement to the commission. He is the first Australian leader since 1984 to have been asked to give testimony to a judicial inquiry.

"I do not believe, on the information known to me, that any of my ministers have been guilty of dereliction of duty and I am very, very happy to provide a statement and, if asked, to appear," Mr. Howard said Monday morning.

The lawyers involved in the case will review Mr. Howard's statement to decide whether to request that he be called as a witness. The decision will rest with Terence Cole, chief of the investigating commission.

The question underlying the appearance of the high-level government officials is whether government officials knew AWB Ltd. was paying kickbacks to Iraq. Foreign Minister Alexander Downer began testimony at noon on Tuesday.

Mr. Downer rejected a report from the Coalition Provisional Authority in June 2003, in which an American army captain, Blake Puckett, said "every contract" under the oil for food program had included a kickback to the Iraqi government. That was just the report by "a junior officer," Mr. Downer said in dismissing it.

But Mr. Cole does not have the authority to investigate directly any government role in the kickback scheme. Under the mandate Mr. Howard gave the commission in December, the commission's focus is on whether AWB violated any laws. If the government was aware that AWB had been paying kickbacks, then the company's culpability, if any, would be greatly diminished.

A series of intelligence reports and cables, which have been introduced into evidence in censored form, suggest that the Australian intelligence agencies were aware that Alia, the Jordanian trucking company that AWB used, was a front for kickbacks to the Iraqi government. Peter Varghese, director general of Australia's intelligence agency, the Office of National Assessments, also testified Monday. But Mr. Cole sharply limited the questioning.

Three years ago, U.S. Wheat Associates, a trade group representing American wheat growers, in an open letter to Secretary of State Colin L. Powell, suggested that AWB had inflated the price of wheat it had been selling to Iraq, raising the possibility of kickbacks. At the time, Mr. Vaile called the suggestions "slanderous and outrageous." 

On Monday, Mr. Vaile said he had issued that denial based on assurances from AWB that it had not paid kickbacks. In response to questions from the commission counsel, John Aguis, he said he had not ordered an independent investigation then or at any time, even as the accusations mounted publicly. 

Mr. Vaile also testified Monday that he had no recollection of reading a cable written in June 2003 by an American civil affairs officer assigned to the Coalition Provisional Authority in Baghdad saying that "every contract" under the oil-for-food program "included a kickback to the regime of 10 to 19 percent." 

The Australian mission in Baghdad reported the cable to its government in a memo that was widely distributed, including to the Trade Ministry. 

Mr. Vaile was asked why he had never ordered an independent investigation, even after the United Nations commission that investigated the oil-for-food scandal, led by Paul A. Volcker, issued its report last October. The report said AWB had been the largest payer of kickbacks to the Hussein government.

"Did you cause any inquiries to be made?" Mr. Vaile was asked.

"No," he replied.

