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A senior official of the Prime Minister's Department faces investigation for alleged witness tampering after an internal report on the furore was yesterday branded a whitewash.

Brendon Hammer has been accused of trying to influence the evidence of a military officer, Commander Stefan King, to the Senate committee inquiring into the children overboard affair.

Commander King claimed to have given Dr Hammer a clear warning last October that photographs released by the Government were of a rescue, not of children thrown into the sea by asylum seekers.

Another official, Harinder Sidhu, has testified Commander King was ''uncomfortable" when Dr Hammer called him to Canberra's Kurrajong Hotel in March to practice answering potential Senate inquiry questions.

The head of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Max Moore-Wilton, who investigated Dr Hammer, found there was no case for disciplinary charges against him or others

This was despite an admission that it was the head of the international division of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Michael Potts, who pushed for the hotel meeting.

''When asked whether such a meeting was appropriate, Mr Potts advised me it was normal for people to talk to one another to refresh their recollections in relation to matters which could be of interest ... to Senate Estimates processes," Dr Hammer said in his statement to Mr Moore-Wilton.

Ms Sidhu recalled that at the hotel Dr Hammer said that last October he dismissed Commander King's briefing as ''hearsay".

In his statement Dr Hammer claimed the import of what he was being told had escaped him.

''I did not have any real grasp of what, if any, significance attached to the timing of the photographs," he said. ''I had barely been following illegal immigration and people smuggling issues."

In the report released yesterday, Mr Moore-Wilton maintained there were no written records or recollections to substantiate Commander King's claim he had given formal advice about the photographs.

The issue is highly sensitive because Mr Moore-Wilton in January claimed his department was not informed the photos were being misrepresented during the election campaign. The Prime Minister, John Howard, has also maintained he was not told.

An Opposition member of the Senate inquiry, Senator John Faulkner, said last night Mr Moore-Wilton had not conducted a ''credible investigation".

He noted that only written statements had been relied upon, not interviews with Commander King or the Defence officer who warned the Defence Minister, Robert Hill, about the allegation against Dr Hammer.

Senator Faulkner described this as a ''glaring omission" and said the committee would pursue the matter, including when it questions Dr Hammer later this month.

The committee has the power to refer a complaint of contempt against Dr Hammer to the whole Senate, which could impose a fine or jail him for up to six months.

