Alien abduction? Defence's X-Files are lost in space

Linton Besser

COULD there be any better
fodder for Australia’s conspiracy
theorists? The Department of
Defence has “lost” its X-Files.

For decades, Defence officials
dutifullyinvestigated an
unknown number of UFO sight-
ingsbeing reported all over the
country. Intelligence officers
attached to the Royal Australian
Air Force checked the known
movement of aircraft against
reported sightings, and politely
responded by mail to everyone
who claimed they saw floating
lights or flat saucers or streaking
vapour trails. Some of the files
were marked as classified.

Last year, the British govern-
mentreleased alarge part of its
dossier on unidentified flying
objects after significant pressure
from freedom- of-information
applicants. More than 4000 pages
of Defence Ministry documents,
detailing800 reported encounters
duringthe 1980s and 1990s were
posted online.

The Herald sought access to
the Australian version. But the
response was more surprising
thanwhatthefiles might have
contained - the material has
largely gone missing.

The department spent two
months searchingits offices for
files that would be captured by
the Herald’s FOI application,
which sought a “schedule of
recordsheld by the Department
of Defence... whichrelate to
unidentified flying objects”.

Butinlate May, the depart-
ment’s FOl assistant director,
Natalie Carpenter, delivered a
replythatseemed almost
designed to set online chatrooms
alight with conspiracy chatter.

The only file Defence was able
to locate was titled “Report on
UFOs/ Strange Qccurrences and
Phenomena in Woomera”; the
others had been destroyed.

“We also discovered one
[other] file, whichhadnot been
destroyed but could not be
located,” Ms Carpenter wrote.

“Inan effort toretrieve this file
ouroffice conductedsearchesof
the Defence Record Manage-
ment System, National Archives
Australia [Canberra], National
Archives Australia [Chester Hill],
DefenceArchives Queanbeyan
and Headquarters Air Command,
RAAF Base Glenbrook.

“Despite searching these loca-
tions, the files could not be
located and Headquarters Air
Command formally advised that
this fileis deemed lost.”

Previous FOI applications for
similarfileshad also been
destroyed, she said, “asis normal
administrative procedure”.

What s leftis sketchy at best—
ahandful of ancient press clip-
pings and scattered pieces of
formal government correspond-
ence. The papers show that
about six years ago, the Austra-
lian UFO Research Association
was able to locate somefiles,
now missing. The organisation’s
summary of the material is one
of the few complete items left in
the remaining dossier.

It shows there were a series of
sightings from around the
country and overseas, including
peopleliving in towns near
Woomera, aweapons range.

One incident report released

_ tothe organisation that year was

adetailed report of an object’s
flight path by Warrant Officer
G.E. Millard in October 1952.

Though he was able to track its
movement for 24 minutes via
radar equipment, he couldn't
actually see the target using the
normal telescope attached to the
radar. After extensive investiga-
tion, he concluded the anomaly
was a snow cloud.

The UFOresearch group’s
reportsays “to date we have
found three Department of
Supply files dealing with the
topic of ‘flying saucers’ or UFOs”.

“The earliestfile so farlocated
in South Australiais from series
D174, control symbol SA5281
titled ‘Unusual Occurrences
Flying Saucer at Woomera’' witha
daterange of 1952-1955. It was
originally classified ‘Secret’. Itis
a25-pagefile.”

InNovember 2000, the then
defence chiefs decided the
department would stop
collecting UFOreports.

“Formany years the RAAF was

responsible for thehandling of
UnusualAerial Sightings (UAS) at
theofficiallevel,” theywroteina
department-wide policy memo.

“This function ceased in 1996
after consideration of the
scientificrecord suggested that
there was no compelling reason
for the RAAF to continue to
devoteresources to therecording
and investigation of UAS.

“TheADFdoesnotaccept
reports on UAS and does not
attempt assignment of cause or
allocation of reliability. Members
of the community who seek to
report UAS to ADF personnel are
to bereferred to their local police
authorities in the first instance,
or alternatively to seek contact
numbers for civil Unidentified
Flying Object research organisa-
tions from the relevant state tele-
phone directory.” The memo said
the ADF did not affiliate with any
civil UFO organisations.

IN 1982, Bill Chalker became the
first civilian to be given access to
the government's tightly-held UFO
files in Canberra, some of which
were previously classified. Mr
Chalker, considered by many in the
field to be Australia's leading UFO
researcher, accessed the Depart-
ment of Defence UFO files during
several visits to the Canberra
headquarters of the Directorate of
Air Force Intelligence. He said
there were “hundreds" of docu-
ments, many of which he photo-
copied. He said it was
“astonishing” the files were now
missing. He noted most of the files
had been transferred to National
Archives Australia in Canberra,
and that he had accessed those
archives just a few months ago.
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“Some of those UFO docu-
ments would still be classified,
and would not be available for
viewing,” Mr Chalker said. “But
the Department of Defence
would have surely found the hun-
dreds of other files if they just
headed down to National
Archives and looked."”

But a spokeswoman said two
months of searching had failed to
uncover the files, which she said
had also included a search of
National Archives.

“The real story here is, why
would they [the department]
make that response?” Mr Chalker
said. He said many of the UFO
files were now available on the
National Archives website.
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