Project Coast 12

Date: 18/2/14


Key
BR	Brian Rappert (interviewer)
CG	Chandre Gould (interviewer) 
I	Interviewee – ANON




CG 	Suppose now it wasn’t planned this way, but we’re at the end of a lot of processes, so particularly now the last of the legal kind of trials if you like, and so the question really is whether there is anything that you feel has been misrepresented, left unsaid, is absent from the discussion, is there anything that you feel should still be said about Project Coast?

I  	Well, I think you know the fact that it wasn’t, as far as I’m concerned, it wasn’t recognised by the international community as this great biological warfare project. Now, I think I said it at the TRC and I said it at my court case as well that this was...it was quite a disaster, to be quite honest with you. So my feeling about the whole thing..its probably a good thing that it was, you know, flared open, and you know, but we didn’t have the capability to produce large scale volumes of the stuff.

CG 	And that’s because of the kind of inherent limitations of [inaudible] weapons [inaudible] or is that because...you didn’t have the resources or...?

I  	I think resources was the one thing, and I think, you know, it was just...its documented that I said that I don’t think these guys planned properly and this is one of my main frustrations that these okes didn’t plan...they didn’t give us guidance. They didn’t tell us what to do. They told us, we want something in a bottle, which is quite ridiculous, and you go and you spend two days a year preparing the stuff and you put it in a flippin bottle and all they do is they put it in a safe and they use it for ANC’s, or for a ridiculous political meeting, you know, which is not...I don’t think is the way to do it in any case, but...so I still maintain that, you know, it was a poorly planned exercise from the beginning, because I was so bored at some stage that we started doing other things. You know, we...and this is why I did my PhD [inaudible]..., you know, I’m not the type of person to sit around and wait for instructions. You know, you start things and you...just to get the...you have to keep the people busy here, to keep their mind occupied, you have to keep them enthusiastic about science. To me that was all what it was about, you know, science...this cattle vaccine. And we had some other exciting products or projects which we worked on which didn’t receive any prominence in the court cases, which I think would have been quite breakthrough type work, because the one example I can quote is that with organophosphates, we were looking at an enzyme to breakdown this product [inaudible], and that work...we spent about two years on that, and it just disappeared...just down the drain. So, one of the things that we developed, apart from the vaccine that I took when I went to [X company] after I left [inaudible] was that I developed a fully fledged cattle vaccine and it was registered under the name of [Generic], which is used in [inaudible] cattle, you know, its a good vaccine and they still use it today and there’s some of the companies that sort of bought some of the rights and they are selling it, and its quite successful. That pleases me because at least science was the victory, and you know, the cattle...it works. To me that’s the main thing. I don’t think anything was left out. I think to be honest, the whole thing about biological warfare, as I said, and I will reiterate, its quite silly to think that you can develop biological weapons to kill people, you know, how many people do you want to kill. You know its...you can’t kill ten million people. You know, you can’t just do that.

CG 	But I mean, why setup such a big...I mean, RRL wasn’t huge but it wasn’t tiny either...I mean, for toxins in bottles... What was that about?

I  	I’ve got my personal views on that, and I think sometimes there was financial rewards for the people concerned which doesn’t include me. Ok, I was paid a salary, I was happy with that, I’m the type of person, keep me busy and pay me and then I just continue. So science was the main thing for me and I think the people didn’t understand science to start off with that’s why they didn’t grasp the thing about biological warfare. Biological warfare is an ominous subject, but we can’t...if you go and sit and you think, you know, it flippin doesn’t make sense. It still doesn’t make sense. It didn’t make sense to me then, it doesn’t make sense to me now. Even more. So I think, to be quite honest, my personal view would be I was...I think some of those people had financial aims which was beyond...or which was...the scope of the project was not necessarily all that important to them. It was all about personal financial gain and I think, we talk about corruption in the ANC government today, I think that was sort of...to me I think that was the theme, because when that...you know, those places were sold and it was established as a private company and it was sold back to the government, so some people made a lot of money.

CG 	The one question I’m interested in as well, I mean, to some extent you, [Bob], [Fred], others put yourselves on the line at the TRC hearings and at the trial. You spoke about...even if it was a small element of it, you spoke about creating assassination weapons, and that has been denied particularly by Basson now. Has that had any impact on you?

I  	You see...ja...it is one of those things. If you...you can’t really do anything about history that happened, and...I wasn’t sure whether they were serious about using it as things to kill people, because, you know, we hardly saw Wouter Basson. He hardly gave us instructions...the instructions came via via via via...you know...[inaudible] and all those okes you know. So you know, you take it and you develop it and you give it to him because that was your instruction. But it was such an easy past view, you know, to take a few bugs and put them in a bottle, you know, it is as easy as falling off a bed sort of thing you know, for a microbiologist. So, as I said and I’ll keep on saying it, is that it was not intellectual exercise for me or for any of my people. We had the opportunity to buy good equipment which we did and we sort of just by-tracked in other projects which were more exciting but it was certainly not biological, you know, developing stuff to inactivate organophosphates. So that sort of thing was more appealing than to develop organo... [inaudible]. Ok, we didn’t work with the toxins. I was only involved in the microbiological side. It was only bacteria and stuff that can affect humans...or for that matter animals as well. So you know, we used the guys of [inaudible]...you know, that’s where anthrax came in. Anthrax is a [inaudible] humans as well. But you know, come to think of it, I can’t necessarily recall...except that one outbreak in Sverdlovsk in Russia, there was this huge explosion and a lot of people died, but they don’t necessarily know why they died, but it was assumed that it was due to the inhalation of the bacterial spores. Ja, but no-one knows because the Russians just...you know, they just...you know, that sort of thing...that was a human error probably. So apart from that, where else has it been used with great success. So...ag Chandré, I think it just remains a futile exercise, because if you look at Bashar al-Assad with his chemical weapons in Syria, those were all chemical stuff. They talk about biological and microbiological stuff, but those were mainly chemical stuff which is more potent and kills more people.

CG 	[ANON], just one question, I mean, in the few discussions that we’ve had so far, mention of the peptide synthesiser has come up. I don’t understand it, to tell you the truth, so I’m trying to get my head around what the purpose of the peptide synthesiser was, what it was, how does it fit into the picture?

I  	If I remember correctly, that was...there was talk about it. As far as I know we didn’t get it because I think, you know, that may have been part of [John Smith’s] section. He was involved in the chemical stuff, but I think that would have been to develop neurological agents, you know, short-change peptides that will have an influence. You know, it will be like a drug sort of thing. You can spray, you can use it as a gas, you know, you can use it in a canister to intoxicate you very quickly and to change the way you think...short-term perhaps, that sort of thing. So, I think that was if I remember correctly the intention of it, to change people’s behaviour short-term. But I didn’t know what the long-term implications would be obviously, because this was just a sort of a mad idea, but...one of those crazy ideas, someone sits and thinks about these things, you know, and this is where all the drugs that ended up at...what’s the place in Midrand...Delta G.

CG 	So one of the things I suppose that’s come out in terms of [inaudible] said about the similar chemicals [inaudible] is their kind of incapacitating purposes, but was there much of a sense of trying to study long-term implications, because I guess if you want to use it for incapacitating you have to make sure that they just do their job and that’s it, if you are interested in [inaudible] you don’t want to care about that? Was that part of looking at the safety of them? Was that part of the story as well as...?

I  	As far as I can recall, no. I think, you know, at that stage everything was short-term, because you know, this was in the 80’s and I think at that stage the change of the political dispensation was on the cards already. So I think they couldn’t necessarily think long-term because they sort of realised that you know, the upper [inaudible] of the likes of Wouter Basson and those okes, they knew that there wouldn’t be a long-term, because the short-term...you know, it was basically for short-term. So I would imagine...you know, we had access to baboons and as far as I know it hasn’t been...it wasn’t used and...I may be mistaken, you know, there were not any tests done on baboons to test the memory capabilities of baboons, you know, and baboons are quite intelligent animals. So I think it shouldn’t be too difficult to do simple trials on experimental animals. But as far as I know that wasn’t on the cards. Well, not at that stage. So I think the peptide synthesiser was a figment of someone’s imagination and as far as I know it didn’t come to fruition.

CG 	Ok. And then the other question for you is about your professional associations and the extent to which your testifying at the Truth Commission, your testimony at the trial, have there been any implications for you professionally?

I  	You see, this is a funny thing. At some stage there was a movement to have us, you know, testify, but then [Fred] went in, and I think, you know, he threw some or rather he had some discussions with these okes and I think, you know...

CG 	You mean the Council...?

I  	Ja, the Council and they just...you know they...as I understood it there was an intention to sort of charge us, but nothing came of it.

CG 	Ok. And why do you think they would’ve...I mean, what was behind that? Did you have any sense of what the discussions were happening in the Council that led to that?

I  	I think...it is difficult to say because I had some friends on the Council and you know, they sort of said, you know, they mentioned that there was a move to have all the guys that were involved, to have them testifying sort of to get to the bottom of it. But I think, you know, the...and this is where I think, you know, because the thoroughness of the investigation that was done, all the facts were, from my part you know, everything was on the table. I didn’t try to hide anything, I had no intention of hiding anything. It was on the table and you know, the court case and the, you know, the judge that absolved us from further prosecutions, I think, that may have played a role. But I think [Fred] went and spoke to the guy that was the chairman of the professional association and I think he must have convinced him, you know, and that’s what [Fred] told me and that’s all I know and then it was dropped, and then, you know just died down.

CG 	Ok. 

I  	But I think, as far as I know, you know after that, you know I think he did this because this briefly in the past, you know what do the professional associations do to inform their new members or the current members on this sort of thing, you know. Do you do it, don’t you do it, you know, what is ethical and what is not ethical. You know so....

CG 	And who do you turn to?

I  	Ja, where do you turn to, where do you go for help. When you go and talk to these people, they just say we don’t know, we’ve never been exposed to such a request or such a suggestion to become involved in something like biological warfare. So it was out of their frame of mind.

CG 	So beyond thinking about...I suppose the Council was concerned about the fact that your remaining members might bring it into disrepute in some way, or whatever their motive...I mean, I don’t know. We can only speculate as to what their motivation might have been for wanting to do that. Aside from that, you don’t know...you didn’t think about codes, guidelines...?

I  	You see, they’ve got a code, and this code revolves around, you know, we’re there to serve animals and we’ll behave ethically and that sort of thing. So that’s been brought in...

CG 	Subsequently...

I  	Subsequently...you know, it is an ethical code, and to be quite honest, I don’t know the exact wording of the code, but it revolves around the fact that we must always behave ethically.

CG 	Aspirational...

I  	Yes.

CG 	And do you think that the introduction of that code had to do with this experience, or was it a totally separate thing?

I  	I think to a certain extent, if I have to give my personal view, it may have...although it hasn’t been said as such, I think that probably because that was...you know, it was only brought in I think in the 90’s...late in the 90’s which is a good thing. So the kids when they graduate they have this code which they vow to keep.

CG 	Ok.

I  	So, my personal view would be is that I think, you know, it probably revolved as a result of this, because some of the guys where...well, we knew, were on the Veterinary Council at that stage you know, which knew us and knew the whole situation, and I assume they followed all the proceedings and all those things. So, from the medical fraternity I can’t say you know, they’ve got the Hippocratic Oath and that sort of thing, so I think, that’s...I can’t really comment on the medical fraternity, but I think the Veterinary people...but, you know the other thing is that there are very subsequent, you know with the new dispensation, the political dispensation, there’s been limited opportunities for vets to become involved in research, and if they do become, you know, it is purely you know, academic and its diagnostic and production animal orientated, so it is not basic science, and I think, you know, the scientists are more situated in the... natural scientists, you know, the biochemists, the physiologists and those okes, you know. But biochemistry, you know, is a sort of a major. So, you know, I don’t think in the history of this country vets will ever be...because there’s no opportunity, you know, you can’t go and specialise in a subject that sort of that may be diverted to biological warfare, you know. I don’t think there are any vets that can...

CG 	So that has changed?

I  	Unfortunately...well, I say unfortunately because we don’t have microbiologist experts in veterinary science in this country anymore, you know, because it’s just disappeared.

CG 	Why is that? Is it because there are no jobs...why?

I  	Opportunities. I think, you know, [Institute Y] was...used to be the hub of specialisation and of developing in certain skills of microbiology, bacteriology and virology and that sort of stuff. That’s it. And people don’t go into research anymore because, as I said, the demise of [Institute Y] was quite astronomic, you know, there’s nothing left of it to be quite honest. So there’s no people with expertise to become experts in biological warfare.

CG 	So did all the people working at [Institute Y] go into the private sector?

I  	They went overseas. I think a lot of them went overseas...I’ll give you a silly example. When I was there...you know, after I left Roodeplaat I went to [X company] and then I was invited to write chapters on [inaudible] the disease which is the [inaudible] in cattle or in livestock. So I wrote eleven chapters on botulinum, tetanus, [inaudible] and some other diseases which only occur in animals, and in the first edition of that book there was I think about 300 authors all told in this encyclopaedia...this disease encyclopaedia. In the first edition, about a 100 of those guys were actively working at [Institute Y]. About five years later they did a second edition which I was also invited to update and revisit all the facts and sort of revise the whole scenario...all the chapters, and at that stage when the second edition appeared there were only three people left that were still actively working at[Institute Y]. Down from a hundred guys in the first edition. So that tells you a story. Ok, a lot of those guys went off into retirement, consultation, a lot of the younger guys went overseas and like me, I went over into the poultry industry, which is probably one of the best decisions I’ve ever made, going into production, because its...I’m fighting bugs now...I’m not using them to fight other things you know...I’m fighting bugs that can harm my chickens you know...it is a different type of situation. So you know, I’ve just made a sort of a career move, career swop within my profession and I think a lot of other people did that as well. Old [Fred] is also busy making vaccines and doing all sorts of funny things on his own so...ja….

CG 	What about any of the other RRL people? You mentioned [Sam], I think, before. Is there anyone else? I was just wondering if you...share stories about what happened, or do you have any reflections on the project?

I  	I’m quite honest with you...I do see them often. Two of them in fact, they’ve got a very successful vaccine producing...they’re making cattle vaccines. In fact, they’re making the vaccine that I produced, they’re also making...you know, they’re getting themselves... they’ve got very well established facilities at the CSIR and...no, we don’t talk. I’ve never...I have not discussed it...it may sound strange, but I haven’t discussed it with any of these okes. You know, to a certain extent I do feel I have to talk to them about it but I’ve never made the effort from my side to contact them to discuss it and talk about it, you know. I don’t know why...because for me it is just...history is history, you carry on. It belongs to the past you know.

CG 	Ja. You would probably feel awkward.

I  	I don’t think I’ll feel awkward, you know, because I think I like to be open and honest about these things and...there was a bit of a, you know, when I left Roodeplaat, I went to [X company], I took five of my best people with and those that remained behind sort of...I don’t think they took it very lightly that I took some of my people...and [Brian] and some of those okes, we went to [X company] and we established the vaccine development department there. We took in some of their people as well. For me, you know, our main aim was to develop vaccines for cattle and sheep, and this is where this vaccine that I developed formed part of that project, you know, which was...so ja. And I think there was a bit of a resentment that I didn’t take all of them...why didn’t you take me...why didn’t you take me...but that was my position and I had to make a choice, and I did, you know, so...

CG 	Of course. And people like [Daniel] who were really...

I	[ANON asks for part to withdrawn from the transcript]

CG 	And [ANON], within your family, after the TRC and after the trial, was it difficult to discuss these things with your family?

I  	Ja, you see, my wife didn’t know anything. She read everything in the newspapers, and that was quite a shock to her because she was...ag, and my friends as well, you know. I think...and to be quite honest, you know, I spoke to them about it and I told them about it, you know, my close friends, that was one evening and then it was over and done. So...and they didn’t point fingers, you know. So, we just went on...went on with my life. And I think [Institute Y] provided a very good outlet for me because I was in science again, you know, I was in veterinary science...cattle...vaccinating cattle and this is...personally its me, to develop vaccines is one of the things that I really like, because you develop something, you use it and it works, or it doesn’t work. If it doesn’t work, you try again. So that was what kept me busy. And then I moved over to poultry, and then...well, poultry captivated me ever since...so.

CG 	So, in some ways it was kind...I mean it was quite quick phased...that whole revelation phase, and then you could just get on with your life again.

I  	Ja. I think, some people I suppose can ponder and think and sit and wonder why this, why that, but if you keep your mind occupied constructively, then I think you sort of...you move out of that and you just get on. I think the fact that I did my PhD to keep me quite busy...as you would know...because you don’t get it easy and you don’t get it for free, so you have to work, and that kept me quite busy and I enjoyed that.

CG 	You did that after...?

I  	Yes. Ja, that kept me busy. And then into the poultry industry...if there’s an industry that keeps you on your toes...it keeps you on your knees because you’re praying for your chickens all the time because these things are always sick. There’s always something wrong somewhere.

CG 	[inaudible]...

I  	At [X company] I was sort of in charge of 11 million or 12 million broilers and we had about a half a million breeders, you know, the breeders that lay the fertile eggs and go to batteries where your chickens hatch out, and this is a constant thing. [X company] slaughtered 1,4 million birds a week. So I was, you know....the processing plant and all those things kept me busy, and that was...ag you know, that kept my mind off everything.

CG 	Does that mean you have to pick up diseases. I mean, you must be constantly watching.

I  	Yes. Ja, you collect blood samples and you take swabs and we had a very good well established laboratory in [X company] was very, you know, they’re very conscientious with regards to the health of the chickens. So they have a huge...they’ve got a lot of infrastructure available that enables you to look for disease, pick it up and treat it. But the main thing is, you know, you must keep healthy chickens healthy. So everything you do, vaccination programs must be in place before the chickens get sick. So, you know, if they get sick after that then ok, you have to give them medication and stuff...prevention is better than cure...that’s the whole secret of the poultry industry, you know.

[Conversation about issues not related to this project]

BR 	Ok, just one more question about the Project Coast. It would be interesting knowing if there’s anything you’d like to know now. Are there any kind of lingering questions you might have which you would ask to anyone involved in it or otherwise? Just things...I don’t know...something that you’ve just a curiosity or...

I  	You see, ja...you know, I still think sometimes...I think about it and think why was it destined to be such an abortion. Because we had good facilities, we had good equipment and why didn’t they...you know, because I’ve been reading...you know, I like military history, and I like the Angolan War and I’ve got most of those books and if you look at how those guys planned everything. Everything was planned to the detail. Typically in military style. If you look at the...a lot of the equipment that we designed...that we used in Angola was designed and built by ourselves. And if you look at all the detail that went into everything, you know, these guys didn’t miss a thing, you know. Dinnell...or Armscor at that stage they designed flippin weapons...ok, it is still a weapon, it is something to kill a human. Why wasn’t the same applied to Project Coast? Because it was just a thing [inaudible] and forget about you. So they didn’t sort of give the project any attention. 

CG 	As if it wasn’t...they weren’t serious about it.

I  	No, no, exactly. You know, that was my main feeling, and I think perhaps it may throw a bit of water on the fire of this whole biological thing, but I think it was a flippin joke. But why was it a joke? Why did they create something that was supposed to be a joke. Because it was a joke. We spent lots of effort in building, providing money and infrastructure and getting people to work there for the 8 ½ years I was there, and then nothing comes of it. Then the whole thing flippin blows up and [Stuart] goes and sells drugs on the street and that sort of thing, you know, and...you know, it is crazy. I don’t understand Project Coast...ag, Delta G. What was the purpose of Delta G. I can’t explain it to myself. I can’t answer myself satisfactorily on the justification for that thing...for that circus...which I think it was, to be quite honest, and I think if you look at the dedication and how these guys planned the rest of the war, you know, armoured vehicles and tanks and all those things which was designed and redesigned and rebuilt and manufactured...everything was done with a lot of detail.

CG 	But the same goes for the defensive components of the program I would say...

I  	Exactly...

CG 	I mean, at the time when there was a threat in Angola, the soldiers they were there without any protection, so we were buying large numbers of suits from [David] and his friends and family in Belgium, but it never made it onto the frontline anyway. They couldn’t in any case because soldiers would get too hot when they wore suits...so there was no protection and actually...I mean the defensive components came in too late and maybe it became something, which it did, but I mean....

I  	Chandré, I’ve read many books on the Angolan War and I can’t recall one instance where chemical...the usage of chemical weapons was even mentioned. And these were books that were written by the ordinary okes that went into the...you know, they write all these books...there’s hundreds of books on the market now...I’ve got most of them, and not one mention..not one guy mentioned any biological warfare or chemical attacks in any of those books.

CG 	So it was just a non-issue. So I mean, was that a smoke screen, was that a lie? I mean, because one of the questions...there is no clear reason why Project Coast was started. There are two reasons that are given. The one is that there was a need for defensive capabilities particularly in Angola against chemical weapons, and the other is a need for alternative forms of crowd control, because of what happened in 1976 and wanting to avoid that again. So those are the two reasons that are given, but in all of that there’s no...neither of those reasons sufficiently explain RRL or looking at biological aid.

I  	Well, you know, what came to fruition of any of those two ideas? Nothing. Because they went and bought the stuff from this clown in Belgium, but you know, as you say, it didn’t even get onto the border. So what happened to that stuff? Why didn’t they plan and say right, this is what we want, lets do this and lets...you know, you plan a thing properly. This is what I expected...that was my expectation of the whole exercise. You will plan before you do. You decide what you want to do. You must...

CG 	You want to know what the outcome is. You plan for an outcome.

I  	You plan and you do things for a reason. Not just, ag you know, just make me a bottle of this and a bottle of that...and put it in a safe...that was very unsatisfactory, but you do it because its part of the system...its part of the... So that, and up to now I haven’t...I couldn’t find an answer for myself why Project Coast...why was it on the cards, why was it there. I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense. Not at all. Even Delta G, I think all [Stuart] could think of at that stage was flirting with his colleagues’ wives and that sort of thing, and that is...and floating around overseas and behaving like a 007 sort of thing, you know. That’s my impression on the whole thing. Why was it necessary for him to go and do that, because he was supposed to be here and let us talk about things, plan things, you know, do it in a structurally organised efficient way. And I think, you know, the South Africans, we are not too disorganised, and I think with all respect to the army, I think they love to plan, they love to do things structurally...in a structured way and do it properly and do it organised and do it efficiently. But, there was none of that. Absolutely none of it. [Arthur]...and I think it was also recorded in there, in probably one of the news articles that was written about him, he was more worried about the arrangement of the furniture in his office and the pictures against the wall than any of the other things. You know, he was more worried about, you know, his new suit and his new Mercedes...he was worried about those sort of things, but not...and that’s it.

CG 	So, would your version be that it was all a smoke screen for making money?

I  	Yes. That’s my personal view...my personal opinion about the whole thing.

CG 	Ja.

I  	Which is sad. And I think...well, you know, the fact that they didn’t...ag you know, I don’t think they contributed to the access to information on the whole issue, you know, [inaudible] and the court case and all those things. They were very vague and that sort of thing.

CG 	Well, I mean, that is the other question. If this was all nothing, why all the secrecy? I mean, you don’t want to expose yourself to charges of corruption and fraud, which came and went anyway. But I mean, the powers that could have released all that information...why not, if there was nothing?

I  	I think they were too ashamed to be quite honest with you. I think that was a...I know, if you...you know the military leaders at that stage, the head of the defence force and so on, those guys, I think I’ve got a lot of time for them because I think they are people of good character and integrity. Things were right. We do it this way. We fight the enemy this way, and you know, you make your plans and you do it properly. There’s no side service, there’s no little kickbacks here or kickbacks there or this or the other thing. And I think this was probably a group...inside the group that sort of decided, no, we are going to deviate from this strict military code of conduct, this highly ethical, lots of integrity, lots of, you know, being a proud solder...you know, there’s nothing of that. They just deviated and did their own thing. Which was quite sad. And I think you know, that’s why my own impression of the whole thing...I can’t think of anything to be proud of to have been associated with this sort of thing. But normally you only realise those things in retrospect. You cannot foresee what their actual intentions are.

CG 	Ja.

I  	Because I think, I could’ve spent my time with probably more productively in staying at [Institute Y], because I was at [Institute Y] and then [inaudible] faculty where I sort of [inaudible] and then to Roodeplaat. If I stayed at [Institute Y], I think I would have spent my time much better than there. You know, what did I do there? I had to keep myself busy, so I started doing other things you know, started keeping myself and my people occupied with veterinary science...animal things you know. So ja... Why was there a Project Coast? I don’t have an answer.

CG 	I think that’s a good question to end with.

I  	I don’t understand it. I don’t have explanations. There’s no justification for the whole thing.

CG 	Ja.

I  	It was a flippin whole waste of money, the whole exercise.

CG 	Ok. Thanks [ANON].
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