Tell the truth PM tells inquiry witnesses
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Prime Minister John Howard today said he would not accept any attempt by his staff to interfere with a witness in the children overboard inquiry, adding that everyone in the affair should tell the truth. 

The Senate inquiry into the children overboard affair is on hold as Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet chief Max Moore-Wilton investigates a possible attempt to influence a witness at the inquiry. 

Mr Moore-Wilton has given two senior officials, including assistant secretary Brendon Hammer and senior defence adviser Harinder Sidhu, until Monday to give an explanation before deciding what further action to take. 

Dr Hammer is accused of trying to coach Commander Stefan King, defence liaison officer in PM&C when the children overboard affair arose last October, in his answers to the Senate inquiry. 

The attempted rehearsal arose at the Kurrajong Hotel in March during a meeting called by Dr Hammer and Ms Singh

Mr Howard said he was unsure of the detail, but Mr Moore-Wilton had acted correctly. 

"It would be quite unacceptable for anybody to encourage people to other than tell the truth," he told Southern Cross radio. 

"The allegation as I understand it is that the impression may have been created that an attempt was being made to influence the evidence. 

"The allegation has been denied by the person concerned. 

"The matter is being investigated by the head of my department which is the appropriate thing to do." 

Mr Howard later refused to apologise to the asylum seekers targeted by the overboard claims, which were subsequently found to have been untrue. 

He said he had acted only on the best advice he had at the time, which was that children had been thrown into the sea. 

