






DHAAT Inquiry into service with Rifle Company Butterworth (RCB) 

The Facts 

I am a veteran who was deployed to RAAF Butterworth in 1975 as a member of “A” Coy, 

2/4RAR. 

Prior to departure from Australia, members of “A” Coy were briefed on the deployment.  

We all had to be at Draft Priority 1 – the same state of readiness as troops deployed to 

Vietnam.  We all had to write a will if we hadn’t done so already. 

We were briefed on the Mission i.e. to defend the RAAF Base against attack by Communist 

Terrorists who, at that time, were engaged in combat operations against the Malaysian 

Forces arrayed against them.  In the case of RAAF Butterworth, we would participate as a 

Quick Reaction Force (QRF) which would be the counter-penetration force should the air 

base be attacked.  Said QRF was operational on a 24/7 basis for the duration of the 

deployment.  At all times when on QRF duty, first line ammunition was carried for all 

weapons.  The term “first line ammunition” refers to the minimum ammunition load for a 

combat unit engaged in warlike operations. 

Very few RCB deployments were similar to other RCB deployments. 

During my deployment, the threat was heightened to such a level that a second Infantry 

section operated from a separate location on the air base to provide close protection to the 

aircraft flight line where F5E fighter aircraft had been dispersed after arrival from the USA.  

The F5Es had been purchased by the Malaysian Government.  That section patrolled the 

flight line constantly after dark with the same Rules of Engagement as the QRF and – again 

like the QRF – carrying first line ammunition.    The increase in terrorist action was the result 

of the fall of Cambodia to the Khmer Rouge and the successes made by the North 

Vietnamese Army in Vietnam.  Malaysia was likely to be the next “domino” to fall from 

internal unrest. 

Attached is a small number of documents that confirm the heightened security situation 

around the time of the fall of Vietnam, plus the constant political struggle between the 

sensitivities of both governments and the need for operational integrity.  RCB remains part 

of the “collateral damage” from that situation.  Nothing in the attached documents 

indicates “training” or any co-operation/collaboration between RCB and Malaysian troops. 

We were briefed on the Rules of Engagement, which authorised each and every member on 

QRF duty and flight line patrol to apply lethal force in the execution of the Mission.  

Naturally, we were cautioned to be certain that the target was indeed hostile prior to 

opening fire. 

Because of the use of live ammunition and the likelihood of conflict, there was an 

expectation of casualties.  All members of the company had to carry a field dressing and it 

had to be in good order at all times.  A “field dressing” is a first aid kit primarily for the 

treatment of gunshot wounds in a first aid setting. 



Whenever we were tasked to leave the RAAF Base on duty, we carried first line ammunition 

as the minimum requirement.  We never trained with the Malaysian Armed Forces.  They 

were too busy fighting a war. 

At no time – repeat NO time – in over 20 years service was I ever required to carry first line 

ammunition, nor was I issued an ROE permitting me to apply lethal force in a training, 

peacetime or  non-warlike situation.  On the evidence, it is foolish and incorrect to suggest 

that RCB service for the period 1970 – 1989 was anything other than warlike service. 

In April 1975, elements of “A” Coy were activated to fly to Saigon to evacuate Australian 

government officials owing to the impending fall of Saigon to the North Vietnamese Army.  I 

was allocated to the second C-130 Hercules, but all aircraft were ordered to return to RAAF 

Butterworth prior to landing at Saigon and we disembarked.  Our places were taken by RAAF 

personnel who were lightly armed. 

In another situation, my platoon was returning in three trucks from the firing range at Gurun 

(located in a “black area”) where we had expended over a thousand rounds per man of old 

ammunition, plus thrown a number of hand grenades.  The term “black area” relates to an 

identified area where the CTs were active, requiring a high level of alertness.  On the 

journey back to RAAF Butterworth, we unwittingly drove through the killing ground of a CT 

ambush.  A few minutes behind us was three RMAF trucks carrying Malay troops.  The CTs 

activated the ambush on the Malay vehicles, resulting in a substantial number of casualties. 

Comparisons 

Putting the New Zealand decision aside, if one were to apply simple logic to this matter, it is 

easy to arrive at the correct conclusion using the circumstances of the ADF members who 

were at Ubon in Thailand.   They were in a country at peace.  They did not fire a shot in 

anger, yet their deterrent effort was sufficient to justify the award of the AASM.  RAAF 

Butterworth had a similar arrangement of fighter aircraft on standby that Ubon had, yet 

those who served at RAAF Butterworth receive no such recognition. 

Diego Garcia was a situation where ADF troops were deployed, unarmed, to a location that 

was at peace – thousands of kilometres from the nearest hostile environment.  They were 

unable to fire a shot in anger because they were unarmed, yet they were awarded the 

AASM. 

RCB was a deployment to a country at war.  We did not fire a shot in anger, yet our 

deterrent effort has been largely ignored in spite of it being possibly one of the most 

significantly successful military operations in Australia’s history. 

The Whitton Report 
1.  From his Covering letter: “In summary, it is my opinion that Rifle Company 
Butterworth’s operational deployment has been, and continues to be, wrongly classified as 
‘peacetime service’.  

 

This situation appears to have arisen due to failures by various decisionmakers since at 
least 1972 to identify significant errors of fact and misrepresentations of the nature of the 
RCB service deployment at issue, and continuing failure by advisers and decisionmakers to 



apply the relevant criteria for correctly determining the nature of that service, as well as 
the relevant statutory criteria for lawful decision making. 
 

It does not appear to be the case, on the basis of the information and correspondence 
available to me, that Defence officials or the relevant Minister have ever provided an 
adequate Statement of Reasons for the various discretionary decisions which appear to 
have determined the status of RCB operational service”. 
 

• From his Report 
“Executive Summary. In summary, this Report concludes that Rifle Company 
Butterworth’s operational deployment has been, and continues to be, wrongly classified as 
‘peacetime service’, with adverse consequences for members of the Group and possibly 
other Australian service veterans. On the basis of the documentation provided to this 
reviewer, the Commonwealth’s current position appears to have arisen from a series of 
failures by various decisionmakers since at least 1972 to identify significant errors of fact 
and misrepresentations of the nature of the RCB service deployment at issue. In particular, 
the 1972 recommendation by officials to the incoming government that RCB deployment 
in defence of Butterworth air base could be misrepresented – by the Government, for 
overtly political purposes - as ‘training’, remains at the heart of this matter. It is self-
evident that for Australian forces, qualifying ‘Warlike Service’ may take place in peacetime 
where it occurs outside Australia, as it did in the case of the RCB. Further, the analysis 
shows continuing failure by advisers and Ministers to apply the relevant criteria for 
correctly determining the nature of RCB service, and reliance on irrelevant later criteria 
for that purpose, continue to undermine the Commonwealth’s current position in relation 
to the status of RCB veterans. Analysis of the more recent decisions by relevant Ministers 
shows that the decisions at issue have been based on previous incorrect advice by officials 
of the Australian Public Service, (in particular, the Nature of Service Branch and its 
predecessors within the Department of Defence), and previous decisions by relevant 
Ministers which were similarly flawed. In addition, this review has found numerous 
instances in which Ministerial decisions in relation to RCB service, and APS practice, failed 
to take into account the relevant statutory and policy criteria for lawful decision making 
by Australian officials, including the requirement to afford procedural fairness to the 
representatives of the RCB Review Group affected by Ministerial decisions. As a 
consequence, it is this review’s conclusion that the Commonwealth’s current assessment of 
RCB Group’s service in Malaysia is open to legal challenge on several grounds”. 
 

• “Rationale and Findings The various decisions post 1972 to regard RCB service in 
protecting RAAF assets at Butterworth as ‘peacetime service’, similar to garrison duty in 
Australia, has denied those troops (9,000 RCB members and 12,000 RAAF personnel) 
eligibility to Commonwealth repatriation benefits under the Veterans’ Entitlements Act, 
and the award of the Australian Active Service Medal (AASM).  It is this reviews finding 
that RCB’s service has been classified, wrongly, as ‘peacetime service’, due to previous 
failures by various APS advisers and Ministerial decisionmakers to identify and correct 
significant errors of fact and misrepresentations as to the nature of the RCB service 
deployment - whether due to flawed application of Government policy or inadvertently. It 
is relevant that the origins of the present situation stem from the Whitlam Government’s 
1972 election undertaking to withdraw all Australian forces then deployed in SE Asia. It is 
self-evident that ‘Warlike Service’ can be provided - and has often been provided - 
overseas, in time of peace in Australia. In the case of RCB service in Malaysia, it is evident 



that a series of Commonwealth decisionmakers and advisers have applied a later 
definition of ‘Warlike Service’ which did not obtain during the period of RCB service, and 
have failed or refused to apply the ‘Incurred Danger’ test which properly applied to that 
service. Until 1972, Australia, under international treaty obligations, had a leading role in 
deterring Communist expansion in SE Asia, in particular in Malaysia. In 1973 the 
Commonwealth’s Defence Committee recommended to the incoming Government that a 
rifle company be retained at Butterworth. The Defence Committee Secret Minute 2/1973 
para 28(e) refers. ‘When the Australian Battalion is withdrawn, the requirement for a 
company for security duties at Butterworth will be met by providing the unit, on rotation, 
from Australia. This could be presented publicly as being for training purposes.” It is 
noteworthy that the most recent reply by Defence officials to the RCB Review Group 
continues to misrepresent was clearly the Committee’s advice to the Government on the 
proposed RCB deployment as ‘training’. Further, the advice provided to the Government by 
Defence Committee’s Secret Minute 2/1973 para 28(e) is also incorrectly referred to as ‘a 
decision’ of the Committee. The records show that RCB was an operational deployment of 
an Australian infantry combat Rifle Company in Malaysia during the Malaysian Counter 
Insurgency War (1968-1989). RCB’s role was to protect and defend the strategically-
deployed RAAF assets (personnel, families, aircraft, facilities including the Integrated Air 
Defence System (IADS)) at ABB against a recognised Communist insurgent threat. In 
accordance with the recommendation of the Defence Committee in its Minute 2/73 of 11 
Jan 1973, the RCB deployment was continued by the Australian Government on a three-
monthly rotation. RCB’s protection role continued until the Peace Accord was signed 
between the Malaysian Government and the communist insurgent leader Chin Peng in 
December 1989. In summary, the documentation shows that the incoming Government, 
acting on the Defence Committee advice, effectively misrepresented the true purpose of the 
RCB deployment, due to the sensitivities of both the Australian and Malaysian 
Governments concerning the deployment of Australian troops in Malaysia. In this respect, 
it appears to be the case that the Whitlam Government’s concern to achieve its election 
policy of a ‘Fortress Australia’ (which sought the return of all overseas troops to 
Australia), and the Malaysian Government’s concern for its independent foreign policy 
position on neutrality and the presence of foreign troops, provided the fundamental 
justifications for the Defence Committee’s advice to government that the provision of an 
Australian unit for ensuring security at Butterworth “could be presented publicly as being 
for training purposes”. In short, the Defence Committee’s secret 1973 advice to the 
incoming government amounted to a recommendation that the government should 
effectively and deliberately mislead the Australian people as to the nature and extent of 
Australia’s military involvement in the Malaysian Insurgency. It is our view that the 
Defence Committee’s proposal of deliberate misrepresentation of the nature of RCB 
service, subsequently advocated to other Ministers by at least some officials and adopted 
by later Ministerial decisionmakers, has continued to undermine all subsequent decision 
making concerning the original RCB service deployment”. 

 

To examine the New Zealand decision for just a moment, it is very clear that the evidence is 

irrefutable, the service was warlike and the troops were deployed for the period 

corresponding to part of the period of the Counter-Insurgency War.  What is more 

significant is the New Zealand authorities had the courage to overturn an embedded false 

rhetoric that had been held onto for decades, despite the evidence clearly pointing to the 

fallacy of that rhetoric.  History shows that the New Zealand authorities had previously 



clung to false information and diligently defended that position for decades -  not unlike the 

Australian government, where successive politicians of all stripes and Department of 

Defence apparatchiks bent on not taking the trouble to critically evaluate the facts, nor 

simply do the right thing when confronted with the evidence that didn’t accord with their 

own narrative. 

Hopefully, the Tribunal will have the intestinal fortitude to do the right thing in this instance. 

Conclusion 

I believe the members of “A” Coy 2/4RAR satisfied the elements of the requirements for 

warlike service and request that this submission be taken into consideration in your 

deliberations for the award of the Australian Active Service Medal with clasp “Malaysia” 

plus “Vietnam 1975” and/or the General Service Medal 1962 with clasp “Malaysia”.  I 

believe it would be reasonable for a conclusion that all other rifle companies deployed 

during the period 1970 – 1989 were similarly engaged (minus the Vietnam involvement) 

and, accordingly, qualified for a determination of warlike service to be applied to their 

deployment as well under the VEA 1986. 

I am willing to appear before the Tribunal to make these submissions orally and undergo 

examination, if required. 

 

 

 

 






















