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“If you see something, say something,” the bright yellow bus stop sign urged. In
2014 the prominent terrorism awareness campaign saw these billboards strewn
across inner Melbourne, urging people to call the national security hotline if
something didn’t add up.

The "If you see something, say something" campaign in 2014. LUIS ASCUI

At the same time, Commonwealth Government lawyers were building a
prosecution case against two men who saw something — something scandalous -
and said something. The government responds very differently to whistleblowers
who come forward with information about the national security agencies.

The two men, lawyer Bernard Collaery and his client, known as “Witness K”, now
face jail time for blowing the whistle on a disgraceful chapter in Australian
intelligence history. The episode highlights the need for stronger whistleblower
protections in Australia.

In 2004, Australia and Timor-Leste were engaged in sensitive negotiations over
oil and gas rights in the Timor Sea. At that time, Australia’s international
intelligence service, ASIS, was in Foreign Minister Alexander Downer’s portfolio.
ASIS directed its officer, Witness K, and his team to bug Timor-Leste’s cabinet
room to gain an unfair advantage during the treaty negotiations. Despite
international law putting the oil and gas reserves almost entirely within Timor-
Leste’s boundaries, the negotiations resulted in Australia sharing entitlement to
the reserves. One of the greatest beneficiaries of the deal was Woodside
Petroleum, who later gave a lucrative consultancy contract to Downer after he left
office.






