The Battle of Long Tan - Previous Reviews

In August 1966, D Company 6th Battalion, the Royal Australian Regiment (6 RAR) was engaged in one of Australia's heaviest actions of the Vietnam War, in a rubber plantation near Long Tan. The 108 soldiers of D Company held off an enemy force, estimated at over 2,000, for four hours in the middle of a tropical downpour. They were greatly assisted by a timely ammunition resupply by RAAF helicopters, close fire support from artillery, and the arrival of reinforcements in Armoured Personnel Carriers. 

Seventeen Australians were killed and 25 wounded, with one dying of wounds several days later.

Awards made at the time

On 21 December 1966 the first imperial gallantry awards for Long Tan were announced. Nine contemporary awards were made to members of D Company 6RAR and five awards made to members of other units involved in the Battle. In addition, D Company 6RAR was awarded the highest unit citation available in the United States system, a Presidential Unit Citation, for its actions at Long Tan.

Since then a number of reviews have been held into the award of medallic recognition for those involved in the Battle. 

The Tanzer Review
In 1996 the Howard Government appointed a review panel to consider a number of issues related to honours and awards in the Vietnam War. While The Report of the Independent Review Panel of the end of war list – Vietnam (the Tanzer review), delivered in August 1999, did not address the individual issues in respect of Long Tan service, it is worth being aware of this report and its recommendations. A copy of the Tanzer review report is at http://www.defence.gov.au/Medals/GeneralInfo/Reviews-Reports.asp
By the time the Tanzer review was completed the Imperial honours system had been replaced by a wholly Australian honours system. 

2008 ‘Abigail’ review

Following continuing representations from the ex-Service community, in October 2007 the Howard Government appointed an independent panel to review the treatment of award recommendations stemming from the Battle. 
The panel, chaired by retired Major-General Peter Abigail AO, was directed to have regard to the Imperial gallantry awards recommended at the time of the battle as well as claims for the award of the Republic of Vietnam Cross of Gallantry with Palm Unit Citation (RVCGWPUC).  In 2008, the Rudd Government made the following decisions on receipt of the report:
· To award the level 2 Star of Gallantry (SG) to Lieutenant Colonel Smith, in lieu of the Military Cross (MC) previously awarded;

· To award the Medal for Gallantry (MG) to Mr David Sabben and Mr Geoffrey Kendall, platoon commanders, in lieu of the Mention in Despatches (MIDs) previously awarded;

· against the recommendation of the panel, approve the RVCGWPUC for wear by the strength of D Company 6RAR in Vietnam on 18 August 1966; and

· to refer any unresolved concerns regarding the battle to the new, administratively established Defence Honours and Awards Tribunal (DHAT or ‘old’ Tribunal)

A full copy of the report of the Abigail review is at http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/79623/20090717-0000/www.dpmc.gov.au/publications/longtan_ubon/index.html 

The report contains further information about the treatment of Long Tan claims by previous reviews, statistics on the number of awards made to 6 RAR and for Long Tan as opposed to other battalions and other battles.  
2009 Defence Honours and Awards Tribunal (DHAT) Inquiry
Following the government’s consideration of the Abigail report, the old Tribunal was directed to inquire into and report on unresolved concerns regarding individual awards for the Battle of Long Tan.  In particular, the Tribunal was to consider claims concerning Australian Defence Force personnel who were recommended for recognition following the Battle of Long Tan.

The Tribunal considered its task was ‘to determine whether concerns regarding claims for medallic recognition of those who took part in the Battle can be supported’.  As such, the Tribunal did not consider it necessary for it to direct its attention to a comparative assessment of the actions of individuals who were involved in the battle. Rather it was concerned with the processes that were followed in regard to the making of awards to those involved.’  
The then Tribunal agreed with the conclusion of the Abigail Review that:


The integrity of the Honours system would be threatened if the Panel accepted a claim for recognition without adequate proof that the award was formally recommended. Therefore only claims that had been initiated by a completed form of recommendation (AF_W3121 or otherwise) or compelling evidence that one had existed, would be considered.

On this basis, the Tribunal concluded that it was unable to recommend any new or upgraded award to any individual member of D Company, 6RAR unless there was documentary or other compelling evidence that a proper recommendation was initiated at the time. 
Its examination of the available evidence did not enable it to conclude that any such recommendations were made in respect of the persons whose actions were brought to the Tribunal’s attention, except for an Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) helicopter pilot, Flight Lieutenant Cliff Dohle.  Dohle was the only individual recommended for an award by the Tribunal, though it did recommend that D Company 6RAR receive a Unit Citation for Gallantry for its performance at the Battle of Long Tan.  These recommendations were subsequently accepted by Government. The full report is at https://defence-honours-tribunal.gov.au/inquiries/completed-inquiries/battle-of-long-tan/ 
The 2011 Defence Honours and Awards Appeals Tribunal (DHAAT) Valour Inquiry
In addition to examining claims for honours and awards made on behalf of 13 specific individuals (none related to Long Tan) the 2011 DHAAT Inquiry into unresolved recognition for past acts of naval and military gallantry and valour (Valour Inquiry) the Tribunal also reported ‘to the Parliamentary Secretary for Defence on the detail of the additional submissions received in order for the Government to determine whether a proposal for recognition should be referred to the Tribunal for review.’

These additional submissions included a number from Lieutenant Colonel Smith including a submission seeking a Victoria Cross for the late Warrant Officer Jack Kirby and a resubmission of his 2009 submissions to the old Tribunal’s inquiry in 2009.

In 2013, the Tribunal handed the completed Valour Inquiry report with recommendations to Government.  The full report is at https://defence-honours-tribunal.gov.au/inquiries/completed-inquiries/valour/   
In Chapter 25 of the Report, the Tribunal listed all those who were nominated through the additional submissions, including Warrant Officer Jack Kirby.  
In March 2013, after the Tribunal reported to Government on the additional submissions, the Government chose to refer the majority of the submissions to the Chief of the Defence Force and the respective Service Chief for consideration. Lieutenant Colonel Smith’s submissions were passed to the Chief of Army for review.  

2015 Chief of Army review
In 2015, the Chief of Army rejected Lieutenant Colonel Smith’s submissions.  In doing so, he relied on the findings of the old Tribunal’s Inquiry and that Lieutenant Colonel Smith’s submissions with respect to Warrant Officer Kirby and the names listed in his 2009 submission contained no new or compelling evidence or evidence of maladministration.  
This decision by the Chief of Army provides the grounds for the current review before the Tribunal.

� References to the ‘old’ Tribunal relate to the Defence Honours and Awards Tribunal (DHAT) which operated administratively from July 2008. It was replaced in the Defence Act 1903 by the Defence Honours and Awards Appeals Tribunal (DHAAT) on 5 January 2011.





