HONOURS AND AWARDS – INFORMATION SHEET
Honours and awards systems enable countries to reward excellence, achievement and outstanding service - including gallantry and valour.  Some of the customs associated with honours and awards date back to medieval times. 
The Imperial System of Honours and Awards
Prior to 1975 Australians were recognised through the (British) Imperial system of honours and awards. The Imperial system applied across many Commonwealth countries, but was administered relatively independently in each country.  In most cases, the system was regulated by Statutes, Royal Warrants or Regulations issued in the United Kingdom
. The Imperial system of honours and awards consisted of operational and non-operational components.  
Operational awards

Operational awards were made to members of the armed forces and eligible civilians and included awards for gallantry, distinguished service and meritorious service, published immediately or in periodic honours lists.  Under the Imperial system, gallantry awards were bestowed having regard to a certain hierarchy, and in some cases were bestowed according to the rank of the recipient (see the below table
).  This did not apply to the highest level award, the Victoria Cross, which was bestowed regardless of rank.
	Level
	Recipient
	Navy
	Army
	Air Force

	1
	Officers    Warrant Officers Other Ranks
	Victoria Cross
	Victoria Cross
	Victoria Cross

	2
	Officers
	Distinguished Service Order
	Distinguished Service Order
	Distinguished Service Order

	
	Warrant Officers Other Ranks
	Conspicuous Gallantry Medal
	Distinguished Conduct Medal
	Conspicuous Gallantry Medal (Flying)

	3
	Officers    Warrant Officers
	Distinguished Service Cross
	Military Cross
	Distinguished Flying Cross

	
	Warrant Officers Other Ranks
	Distinguished Service Medal
	Military Medal
	Distinguished Flying Medal

	4
	Officers    Warrant Officers Other Ranks
	Mention in Despatches
	Mention in Despatches
	Mention in Despatches


Posthumous awards

Under the Imperial system of honours and awards only two of the above awards were bestowed posthumously, namely, the Victoria Cross and the Mention in Despatches.   These awards are discussed on the following page.
Operational awards also included campaign medals to recognise service in certain operations or theatres of war.

Non-operational awards

Non-operational awards, such as the Order of the British Empire, were conferred upon civilians and service personnel for distinguished or meritorious service and were published in half yearly honours lists.  Non operational awards also included those made for bravery in peacetime, special service and for long service and good conduct, published at various times throughout the year.  

Operational (Gallantry) Awards Bestowed Posthumously Under the Imperial System
The Victoria Cross
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The Victoria Cross was originally instituted in 1856 as a decoration to recognise gallantry in action by all ranks of the armed services. 
The Victoria Cross was the highest award which could be bestowed for gallantry or valour in the presence of the enemy and was awarded to 96 Australians between 1900 and 1969.
While process for recommendation was subject to variance over time, in all cases the award of the Victoria Cross was subject to the approval of the Sovereign.
Mentioned in Despatches
Mentioned in Despatches (MID) is the oldest British award and was used by commanders at sea or in the field to bring the services of deserving officers to the attention of higher authority.  The MID could be awarded for either gallantry or distinguished service in action or in operations.  Over 15,000 Australians of all ranks received an MID under the Imperial system, for service from the Boer War to Vietnam. 
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A medallic award for the MID was instituted in 1920 and took the form of a small oak leaf device worn on the ribbon of the Victory Medal (left) of those who received a mention in World War I.  
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For those awarded during World War II, the oak leaf device was varied and placed at the centre of the ribbon of the 1939-1945 War Medal (left).  
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For those awarded during Vietnam, the oak leaf device was placed at the centre of the ribbon of the Vietnam Medal (left).  
The Australian System of Honours and Awards

As early as 1949, the Australian Government recommended ‘that an Australian awards system be instituted to recognise outstanding service to the nation’.
   This was not realised until early 1975 when the establishment of the Order of Australia marked the inception of an Australian system of honours and awards.  
For the next seventeen years, successive governments developed the Australian system.  During this time Australian honours and awards were introduced for all areas of achievement and service previously recognised through the Imperial system, including awards for gallantry.  In late 1992 the federal and state governments announced Australians were to be recognised exclusively through the Australian system and that no further recommendations for British honours would be made. 

Like the Imperial system, awards bestowed under the Australian system can be classified as operational and non-operational awards.  Operational awards include:

· The Victoria Cross for Australia and Gallantry Decorations (see overleaf), 
· The Distinguished Service Decorations;

· The Australian Active Service and Australian Service Medals (awarded for service in prescribed warlike and non warlike areas respectively). 
The Victoria Cross for Australia and the Gallantry Decorations were introduced in 1991.  These awards were instituted to recognise that gallantry in action is deserving of distinctive recognition quite separate from that given for bravery in other circumstances. 
  
While there is an order of precedence for gallantry awards in the Australian system, unlike the Imperial system there are no rank based restrictions on the award of the Australian Gallantry Decorations and all may be awarded posthumously.  
The Victoria Cross for Australia and the Australian Gallantry Awards

The Victoria Cross for Australia
The Victoria Cross for Australia is the pre-eminent award for acts of bravery in wartime and Australia’s highest military honour. It is awarded for the most conspicuous gallantry, or daring or pre-eminent acts of valour or self-sacrifice or extreme devotion to duty in the presence of the enemy.  It is identical in appearance to the Imperial Victoria Cross.  
Awards of the Victoria Cross for Australia are made with the approval of the Sovereign, by Instrument signed by the Governor-General on the recommendation of the Minister for Defence.  
Four awards of the Victoria Cross for Australia have been made since its introduction in 1991, all for service in Afghanistan.  The recipients are Trooper (now Corporal) Mark Donaldson; Corporal Ben Roberts-Smith; Corporal Daniel Keighran; and Corporal Cameron Baird (posthumously).| 
The Gallantry Decorations
The Gallantry Decorations were instituted for the purpose of according recognition to members of the Defence Force and certain other persons who perform acts of gallantry in action.

There are three levels of gallantry awards for members of the armed forces. The awards, commencing with the highest, are:

· The Star of Gallantry - awarded only for acts of great heroism or conspicuous gallantry in action in circumstances of great peril

· The Medal for Gallantry - awarded only for acts of gallantry in action in hazardous circumstances

· The Commendation for Gallantry - awarded for other acts of gallantry in action which are considered worthy of recognition
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                  Star of Gallantry        Medal for Gallantry         Commendation for Gallantry
Awards of Gallantry Decorations are made by the Governor-General on the recommendation of the Minister for Defence.  The Governor-General may delegate the authority to make immediate awards of these Decorations on the recommendation of the Minister. 
� A Matter of Honour:  The Report of the Review of Australian Honours and Awards, 1995 p5


� Report of the Independent Review Panel of the End of War List – Vietnam, (Tanzer Review) p. 19


� A Matter of Honour:  The Report of the Review of Australian Honours and Awards, 1995 p 13


� A Matter of Honour:  The Report of the Review of Australian Honours and Awards, 1995 p 31.
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