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A THREE-page letter that AWB sent to the UN's Volcker inquiry last year, in which it denied paying kickbacks to the former Iraqi regime, was also sent to Prime Minister John Howard, Foreign Minister Alexander Downer and Trade Minister Mark Vaile.

The AWB letter, co-signed by chairman Brendan Stewart and dated September 20, coincided with Mr Downer's visit to New York where he met Paul Volcker and heard some of the preliminary claims that the UN committee would make against AWB.

It came just days after Mr Howard chatted with Mr Volcker while visiting the United Nations in New York.

At the time AWB was seeking an urgent meeting with Mr Volcker, claiming it had not been treated fairly by the UN inquiry.

AWB told Volcker committee members and the Australian ministers that "AWB did not make, or conceal, any illicit payments to the former Iraqi regime."

"If funds paid by AWB found their way to the regime, they did so without AWB's knowledge," the letter said.

A spokesman for Mr Downer, who is in Indonesia, said he could not say for certain if the minister read the letter before or after he met Mr Volcker.

AWB also sent a copy of its denial to Mr Volcker's two colleagues on the UN committee.

AWB's denials have been torn apart in recent weeks by a succession of AWB employees who have told the Cole inquiry in Sydney that it was well known inside the company's senior ranks that the $290 million of trucking fees and after-sales service fees went to the Iraq regime.

Mr Volcker replied to AWB on September 26, highlighting its areas of concern. A week later, during a meeting with Mr Lindberg on October 4, Mr Downer told AWB officials that the company had to take its grievances directly to the Volcker committee.

The UN inquiry's final report of October 27 found AWB breached UN trade sanctions by paying Saddam Hussein's regime about $290 million as it sold more than $2.3 billion of wheat under the oil-for-food program.

AWB paid more than 14 per cent of all the kickbacks identified by the Volcker inquiry, making it the single biggest contributor to the rort.

