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09 January 2023 

 

Mr Stephen Skehill 

Chair 

Defence Honours and Awards Appeals Tribunal 

Locked Bag 7765 

Canberra BC ACT 2610 

 

 

Enquiry - Medallic Recognition for Service with Rifle Company Butterworth 

 

Rifle Company Butterworth & the Expectation of Casualties 
 

Introduction 

I would like to thank the DHAAT Review Panel for indicating during the first hearing that Rifle Company 

Butterworth (RCB) service was most likely either Warlike Service or Non-Warlike Service.  This 

supplementary submission contains my views on the nature of RCB service operations in relation to 

the expectation of casualties and a Warlike Operation. 

I believe it is important that we first recognise that a casualty is not only the death of a soldier.  The 

Australian War Memorial defines a casualty as: “a person killed or injured in a war or accident”, 

https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/encyclopedia/definitions/casualties . I have no knowledge of the 

death any Australian soldiers serving with RCB, although I will argue that this fact in itself does not 

negate the expectation of casualties or the occurrence of RCB casualties throughout the Insurgency, 

because injured soldiers are regarded as casualties during a war. 

I would suggest that on the basis of the evidence available at the time and logic, there are five broad 

categories of information available that suggest casualties were expected and incurred by Rifle 

Company Butterworth during the Communist Insurgency in Malaysia: 

1. The Malayan Emergency Records and Experience. 

2. The Communist Insurgency Casualty and Operational Records. 

3. The Role of Rifle Company Butterworth. 

4. The Operational Duties of Rifle Company Butterworth. 

5. The Rifle Company Butterworth Casualties Incurred during the Insurgency. 

 

The Malayan Emergency & the Expectation of Australian Casualties During the 

Communist Insurgency in Malaysia 

The Malayan Emergency also known as the Anti-British National Liberation War (1948-1960) was a 

guerrilla war fought in British Malaya between Communist Pro-independence fighters of the Malayan 

National Liberation Army and the military forces of the British Empire and Commonwealth.  The leader 

of the Malayan Communist Party Chin Peng and his allies fled into the jungles and formed the Malayan 

National Liberation Army to wage a war for national liberation against British colonial rule. 
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On average, Security Forces could expect: 

1. 50 casualties each year.

2. 8 killed.

3. 42 wounded.

4. 1 casualty every 4.4 days.

5. 1 soldier killed every 6 weeks.

6. 1 soldier wounded every 7 days.

The Role of Rifle Company Butterworth  

The RAAF Commander at Butterworth Air Base had real concerns that the existing security measures 

in place (the responsibility of Malaysian Security Forces) had shortcomings, leaving Australian assets 

and personnel and their families at risk of armed assault and sabotage (see attached intelligence 

excerpt).  In addition, Communists were known to be operating in close proximity to the base and had 

carried out attacks on other military installations.  In this context a fully armed Australian Army Rifle 

Company was deployed on a rotating basis, to provide the RAAF Commander with an armed Ready 

Reaction Force capable of deploying immediately.  This Australian fighting force was armed and ready 

to fight 24 hours per day, 7 days per week.   

When considering deploying an armed infantry force, it is vital that you understand the ‘role of the 

infantry’.  According to the Australian Army, the role of infantry is to, “seek out and close with the 

enemy, to kill or capture him, to seize and hold ground and to repel attack by day or night, 

regardless of season, weather or terrain”.(https://www.army.gov.au/our-people/corps/royal-

australian-infantry-corps). 

Rifle Company Butterworth was an infantry company deployed to fill an infantry role.  Should an 

actual overt breach of security occur at pre-determined Key Points within Air Base Butterworth, the 

role of the RCB Ready Reaction Force was primarily to ‘immediately’ seek out and close with the 

enemy, to capture, wound or kill him, to seize and hold ground and to repel attack by day or night, 

regardless of season, weather or terrain. 

To fulfill the role, the Company would seek out and analyse intelligence in order to understand the 

enemy, how they operated and to prepare for armed contact with the enemy.  They maintained an 

armed presence in the area and conducted regular patrols seeking out signs of enemy movements. 

When enemy forces were reported to be operating near the base the Company would review and 

update their operational readiness.  They would conduct additional armed patrols along the base 

boundary fence looking for any signs that the enemy had breached the fence, entered the base or 

were outside the fence preparing to enter or fire upon the base.  When the risk was higher than 

normal, armed standing patrols would be placed at likely enemy approaches overnight and 

recreational leave would be cancelled. 

The role RCB was performing suggests casualties could reasonably be expected because: 

1. The RCB role belonged with the Malaysian Security Forces.

2. The Malaysian Security Forces were at war with the Communist Insurgents.

3. All Malaysian Security Forces actively engaged with the enemy could reasonably expect

casualties.

4. Malaysian Security Forces performing similar roles at other military installations had had

contacts with the enemy.
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I don’t believe I suffer anxiety as a result of my service with RCB, although I recognise that others may.  

Some years ago, I received a request for a witness statement in the form of a statutory declaration 

from an RCB veteran who was suffering from anxiety.  Apparently, he was still anxious about the way 

he was challenged by a Malaysian Special Policeman who had cocked his weapon and aimed it at him.  

I too had had the same experience so I had no hesitation in providing him with a declaration outlining 

my own experience.  I guess others may have been anxious for other reasons like when receiving 

reports of enemy operations, hearing about casualties, witnessing casualties and when patrolling next 

to villages and feeling vulnerable etc. 

Whilst I believe no RCB soldiers were killed in action against the enemy, I find it difficult to accept that 

none became casualties whilst carrying out operational duties that were directly related to the 

activities of hostile forces.  

 

The Rifle Company Butterworth Casualties Incurred during the Insurgency 

RCB veterans are suggesting that RCB service was Warlike because casualties were expected, whilst 

Defence maintain that it was not Warlike because casualties were not expected.  Given that our 

‘expectations’ are our reasonable predictions of what we expect will happen, and no RCB casualties 

appear to have been recorded, it is reasonable to assume that RCB casualties could not have been 

expected because none were recorded over 18 years. That is unless RCB casualty records were not 

being kept. 

In my earlier submissions I discussed the political environment around the deployment.  I would 

suggest that, had RCB casualties been appropriately predicted, reported and recorded, it is likely both 

the Australian and Malaysian governments would have had difficulty agreeing to the deployment.  This 

situation could have resulted in Australian casualties and an expensive loss of RAAF assets.  The 

Australian Government would have been left extremely embarrassed. 

By deploying RCB as an armed Ready Response Force under the guise of training, it is likely any contact 

with the Insurgents by RCB would be reported as RCB responding to an Incursion by forces that were 

not recognised or expected to be hostile towards Australia. 

 

Conclusion 

For the following reasons I believe it is reasonable to agree that RCB casualties were expected during 

the Communist Insurgency in Malaysia? 

1. The Malayan Emergency casualty records and experience suggests that significant casualties 

would have been expected by Malaysian and Commonwealth forces during the Communist 

Insurgency. 

2. Australia was an active force against the same Communists during the Malayan Emergency. 

3. The Communist Insurgency casualty and operational records prove that there were many 

Malaysian Security Forces casualties during the Insurgency and that they were incurred 

regularly and often.  The casualty numbers speak for themselves and clearly demonstrate that 

Malaysian Security Forces had expected operational casualties. 

4. During the Insurgency, on 11 April 1975 Maj. Barry Petersen, an Australian Army Officer 

working with the Malaysian School of Training for the Land Army, reported being telephoned 

by Communist Terrorists who demanded he provide military information in return for his life 

(Petersen Tiger Men p212 1988).  Clearly the Insurgents did not regard the Australian military 

operating in Malaysia as off limits. 

5. Malaysian Security Forces incurred 1009 casualties during the Insurgency. 
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