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February 22, 2011

Naval Tankermen Association

108 East Street

Bega, NSW 2550
PH. O2 6492 3524 
       0428 500 407 

Dear Sir
OFFICIAL RECOGNITION of HMAS Supply, Mururoa Atoll French Nuclear testing deployed crew of 1973 under the Veterans’ Entitlement Act of 1986
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BACKGROUND
1.
In June 1973 the Whitlam government decided to support New Zealand’s protest against French nuclear atmospheric testing in the South Pacific.  To this end the Royal Australian Naval Fleet Oil Tanker HMAS Supply, was deployed to support and provide fuel and provisions for New Zealand’s protest fleet HMNZ ships Otago and Canterbury in the French nuclear testing area known as Mururoa Atoll. 
AIM
2.
The aim of this submission is to have the deployment of HMAS Supply from 25 June to 17 August 1973 in support of the Royal New Zealand Naval vessels attempting to prevent French nuclear atmospheric testing at Mururoa Atoll recognised as non warlike hazardous service as defined in the Veterans’ Entitlement Act of 1986. 

SUPPORTING DISCUSSION
Pre-deployment Arrangements
3.
The decision to dispatch HMAS Supply to support ships of the Royal New Zealand Navy (RNZN) to prevent the French from testing nuclear weapons at Mururoa was made by the Prime Minister, Mr Gough Whitlam, and the Defence Minister, Mr Lance Barnard.  Their concern in making this decision was shown by the personal direction of the Prime Minister that each member of the crew was to have explained to them as much as was known at that time of the operation and then be given the option of sailing on the deployment or not.

4.
Never before has such a direction been given to ships of the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) and never since.  The ship departed with no knowledge of how long it would be at sea nor with much knowledge of what lay ahead. 

5.
The original decision by the government was to send the carrier HMAS Sydney, however, the delay in finalising details eventually saw HMAS Supply being deployed to conduct the task.  This appeared to have been a risky decision by the government noting that HMAS Supply had no ‘Air/Gas Tight Citadels’ on board, thus possibly exposing crew members to hazardous materials in the event of a nuclear, biological or chemical (NBC) exposure event.    

Hazardous Nature of Service Acknowledged 

6.
Such was deemed to be the hazardous nature of the deployment, special radiac monitoring equipment, protective clothing and a specialist Nuclear Biological and Chemical Defence Officer was embarked for the voyage and a further 30 sailors were given specialist NBC training at the Nuclear Biological and Chemical Defence school at HMAS Penguin.  

Optional Nature of the Deployment 

7.
Furthermore, as highlighted above, the ship’s company was informed of the ‘optional nature’ of the deployment with ship’s company members being given the choice as to whether they wished to go or not.  Such was the strong commitment of the ship’s crew to do the right thing in the interest of their country despite the possible impending dangers, only three sailors elected not to go based on ‘political’ objection grounds. 

Special Pre-embarkation Arrangements Granted
8.
Those that did elect to go were given one week special pre-embarkation leave to spend with their families and loved ones as was the practice of the day when being deployed into a War Zone or hazardous environment.  Despite the crew’s commitment, it would be fair to say that their spouses and loved one were very concerned about the crew’s welfare as most didn’t trust the French to cancel the planned nuclear bomb tests or trust that their government had given them sufficient information so that they could make an informed decision about the possible dangers or consequences of the mission.  

The Operational Mission

9.
HMAS Supply carried a crew of just over 200 Officers and Sailors and supported the New Zealand protest ships in close proximity to the French nuclear testing area during June, July and August of 1973. During that time five nuclear devices were detonated with the most prolific being a 5.4 kiloton atmospheric (2,000 Feet) nuclear explosion which was detonated at 1800Z on the 21 July 1973. 
The Nuclear Detonations & Precautions Taken 

10.
At the point of detonation of the largest device, HMAS Supply was stationed some 120 miles outside the Security Zone (72 miles) established by the French where crew members went about their usual daily duties.  While rigorous precautions with respect to 

crew safety and protection whereby crew members donned special protective clothing and proceeded to designated safe areas within the skin of the ship had been religiously exercised during the initial period of the deployment (or as best that can be exercised within a ship with no ‘Air/Gas Tight’ integrity) such precautions were not taken on the day, presumably because it was considered that the distance combined with the upwind stationing of the ship from the blast was sufficient protection against any nuclear radiation and fallout.  Also, although radiac testing had detected small radiation levels sometime earlier it was deemed not to be significant, and not at sufficient levels to cause any harm to crew members.  
Nuclear Hazard Exposure 

11.
The purpose of the deployment was for HMAS Supply to support and provide fuel and provisions to the New Zealand’s protest fleet, HMNZ Ships Otago and Canterbury. The these ships were much more exposed to radiation fallout than HMAS Supply by virtue of their close proximity protest position well within the French Security Zone during the nuclear detonations.  It logically follows that the crew members of HMAS Supply during supply and support operations were undoubtedly innocently exposed to any undetected radiation contamination that the New Zealand protest ships may have carried.  

Nuclear Hazard Exposure Research

12.
Subsequent specialist research over the succeeding years into how radiation and fallout disburses through the atmosphere indicates that no level of exposure is safe or acceptable.  There were traces of radiation detected in North Queensland some months after the nuclear explosions at Mururoa.  In hindsight, after the event monitoring onboard could have been more vigorous and continued for a longer period after the explosions, noting that some of the deployed crew’s supplies of root vegetables (i.e. potatoes & onions) were located on an exposed rear weather deck of the ship.  

Nuclear Hazard Exposure Testing & Medical Implications 

13.
No crew members were ever tested for possible exposure to radiation contamination or counselled for possible stress related symptoms or other related health issues, before or at any time since. In today’s terms these actions would have been considered to be reckless at best and perhaps even negligent at worst. Therefore, in the interests of justice and fair play the Naval Tankermen Association believes that the time has come after some 37 years for the government of the day to officially recognise and take responsibility for the service of HMAS Supply, Mururoa Atoll 1973 deployed crew members, who willingly accepted their duty and responsibilities to serve their country noting fully aware that such acceptance could place them in harm’s way.

New Zealand Government Recognition for their Participants
14.
It is worthy of note that the New Zealand government accepted responsibility for the impact of its Mururoa Atoll deployed members on HMNZS ships Otago and Canterbury back in 2002 through the award of War Disablement Pensions covered under their War Pensions Act of 1954.  In the face of the New Zealand’s government proactive acceptance of their [image: image2.jpg]e A el
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 responsibilities, HMAS Supply Mururoa Atoll deployed crew members are rightly asking why successive Australian governments’ for the past 37 years continue to fail to recognise their contribution and take responsibility for the decision made by the Whitlam government back in 1973.  All that the Naval Tankermen Association is requesting, on behalf of its Mururoa Atoll deployed crew members, is that the same recognition be given by the current Australian Federal government as was afforded to the New Zealand Mururoa Atoll deployed crew members by their government back in 2002.  This will formally recognise and publicly acknowledge the importance of the mission and the unselfish and committed contribution of HMAS Supply’s crew members who were willingly prepared to face adversity for the sake of their country.

Taking Responsibility for the Mission

15.
There can be no doubt that the Whitlam government was fully aware that the ship had no ‘Air/Gas Tight Citadels’ on board to protect the crew from hazardous materials such as nuclear fallout and radiation.  It acknowledged the gravity of its decision by firstly allowing crew members the option not to go, and secondly the granting of special pre-embarkation leave for crew members as was the practice of the day for deploying ships proceeding into war zones or hazardous situations.  

16.
Perhaps it was more through good luck rather than good fortune that, from the testing that was done on board HMAS Supply at the time, crew members’ appear not to have been exposed to radiation.  That said, it must be acknowledged that the knowledge, testing methods, equipment and overall radiation monitoring strategy deployed by the hastily trained crew members responsible for conducting monitoring activities on board HMAS Supply, were almost certainly inadequate in today’s terms and could have easily missed the many nook and cranny ‘Hot Spots’ there are on a refuelling tanker.  This coupled with the fact that no tests were ever conducted on the ship’s company themselves to ascertain whether they had been exposed whilst on deployment (or at any stage since), there is always the lingering doubt in crew members’ minds that they may have been exposed, and the health problems they have today, whether mental or physical, may be as a result of this service. 

Mission Parliamentary Discussion & Subsequent Decisions

17.
During debate in Parliament in the years preceding the deployment of HMAS Supply the then Minister for External Affairs, Sir Garfield Barwick, is recorded as saying that “scientific knowledge of the effects of radioactive fallout was incomplete and the impact of even a small increase in the general level of radioactivity was unpredictable" and "Australia's concern was not merely with hazards to health but also the dangers of further testing and proliferation of nuclear weapons." 
   In view of this statement of government attitude/policy it is no wonder that the Whitlam government was extremely hesitant to send a ship in protest at the atmospheric testing of nuclear bombs by the French. The Government of Mr Whitlam must have been conscious of HMAS Supply being sent into a hazardous and extremely dangerous situation which could not be easily defined.

18. 
It is simply not good enough for our elected representatives to continue to shirk their responsibilities by declaring some 30 years after the event that HMAS Supply’s deployed crew members were not exposed to a hazardous situation just because the ship was stationed outside the French declared Security Zone of 72 miles and that as its only function was to ‘provide logistical support to the New Zealand protest ships it was not within a defined operational area or period of conflict’
.  
Clarke Report 

19.
In the first instance it must be remembered that the French established a security zone not a safety zone.  The French had a vested interest in trying to convince the world that their nuclear testing in the South Pacific was safe, when it simply was not.  With reference to the Clarke Report review of this deployment, it is contended that the Whitlam government of 1973 didn’t consider the mission to be just a logistic support exercise to pacify the New Zealand government, otherwise the special provisions as described in paragraphs 3 & 4 above, which have never been enacted by any Australian Government before or since in the history of our country, would not have transpired. 
20.
For successive Australian Commonwealth governments’ to rely solely on the Clarke Report recommendations as the basis for not approving past submissions on this deployment, completely disregards the potential and real danger that crew members’ were exposed to.  It reflects the Review Teams apparent lack of understanding of this unique situation and the stresses placed on the ships company, their families and loved ones when asked to make sacrifices in the interests of their country.  There can be no doubt that when the Whitlam government of 1973 made the decision to send HMAS Supply to Mururoa Atoll, it had no idea of how long the mission would take. They did, however, have a reasonable understanding of the potential dangers that could be encountered by the ship’s crew, otherwise it would not have enacted the special” never before or since” option to crew members whether or not to go into harms way.

21.
Furthermore, for the Clarke Review to dismiss the New Zealand Government’s acceptance of responsibility for, and recognition of their Navy’s participation through the award of repatriation benefits and a New Zealand Special Service Medal as ‘an act by a foreign government of the service of its defence force is a matter for that government and such decisions do not necessarily influence the Australian Commonwealth Government’
 appears to provide a convenient excuse for successive Commonwealth government apathy on this issue.  In so doing it has belittled the New Zealand government’s significant decision to ‘do the right thing’ by its Mururoa Atoll deployed members after some 20 years of indecision. 

Veterans’ Affairs Minister Agrees Service was Non-warlike Hazardous

22.
Notwithstanding, the Clark Review findings, the Howard Liberal government of 2005 did not completely support their view by partially agreeing to the Naval Tankermen Association submission of June 2004 whereby it requested that HMAS Supply’s 1973 Mururoa Atoll deployed crew members service be deemed as non-warlike hazardous service, through their response from the then Minister for Veterans’ Affairs (the Hon De-Anne Kelly BE MP).
  The Minister concluded that her review committee ‘believed that it could justify deeming service on HMAS Supply to be non-warlike hazardous service’, however, goes on to say that ‘as the operation did not expose crew to a degree of hazard above and beyond that of peacetime service’.  Consequently, the review committee recommended that no change is made to the treatment of service with HMAS Supply during the French nuclear tests in the Pacific in1973’, is somewhat confusing as a declaration that this service was non-warlike hazardous will by its very definition under the Veterans’ Entitlements Act of 1986 change the treatment of this service by the Department of Veterans’ Affairs for HMAS Supply’s deployed crew members to the Mururoa Atoll French nuclear testing zone.

HMAS Supply’s Mururoa Atoll Service Not Dissimilar to the Vietnam Escort Ships
23.
Furthermore, it should be remembered that the duties performed by HMAS Supply at Mururoa Atoll were not dissimilar to those of HMA Ships escorting HMAS SYDNEY when acting as a troop and supply ship in support of the Vietnam conflict.  As was the case with HMAS Supply, the potential threat to these supporting ships was always present.  In their case it was in the form of underwater swimmers whilst in Vung Tau and from possible submarine activity in open waters; but neither eventuated. The Ships' Companies of the escorts qualified for medals and Veterans' benefits even though in the most cases they had spent less than 5 days in the conflict area.  Similarly, HMAS Supply also had gone into a potentially hazardous situation which did not develop.  In both situations the potential threats were ever present, however, in the case of HMAS Supply’s deployment to Mururoa Atoll the threat was for a much longer period (53 days).  Understandably, it is difficult for HMAS Supply deployed crew members to understand how the Vietnam escort ships crew can qualify for medals and benefits for 5 days or less service in a potential threat area and after 53 days in a similar threat situation they don’t.     
CONCLUSION

24.
Although the MURUROA deployment was not in a" defined operational area" or " period of conflict" it was in a defined area decided upon by the Australian government and within a defined period of time.  Although not warlike it was potentially hazardous until such time as the ship withdrew. The deployment was authorised at a time of intense diplomatic, political and Union activity and subject to much media comment and speculation. This developed to such an extent that there was no doubt in the minds of all involved that the ship was being dispatched in harms way.
25.
Despite opinions/decisions to the contrary by past Australian governments, there can be no doubt that the Whitlam government of the day placed HMAS Supply and its crew in harm’s way through their actions to deploy the ship to support the New Zealand government’s protest against French atmospheric nuclear testing in the south pacific and as such this service should be deemed as non-warlike hazardous service as defined in the Veterans’ Entitlement Act of 1986.  

RECOMMENDATION

26.
It is recommended that the deployment of HMAS Supply from 25 June to 17 August 1973 in support of the Royal New Zealand Naval vessels attempting to prevent French nuclear atmospheric testing at Mururoa Atoll be recognised as non warlike hazardous service as defined in the Veterans’ Entitlement Act of 1986, similar to that afforded to the New Zealand protest crews by their government in 2002.  
Sincerely,
Ken Witchard

Hon Secretary

108 East St

Bega NSW 2550
witchweb@iinet.net.au   

Http://www.navaltankermen.com
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