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AIM

The aim of this paper is to recommend whether, after nearly seventy years, aircrew who served in RAF Bomber Command in the period from 3 September 1939 to 8 May 1945 should retrospectively be awarded additional medallic recognition. The background in brief is that it was decided at the time that service in Bomber Command up to 6 June 1944 should qualify for the Air Crew Europe Star and subsequently, to the end of the war, the France-Germany Star. This has been seen as lack of sufficient, specific recognition for the 125,000 aircrew who took part, 55,573 of whom were killed, particularly the decision to include their service after D-Day within the France-Germany Star. The contrast with Fighter Command, which was awarded a separate clasp for the Battle of Britain, has been a particular cause of resentment. There has therefore been controversy about it ever since, with special concern that more specific recognition was withheld because of controversy about the bombing of cities in Germany, though in recent years the focus of the Bomber Command Association was more on the construction of a suitable memorial, achieved with the opening of the memorial in Hyde Park earlier this year. Sir John Holmes’s recent review recommended that this should be looked at again as a matter of urgency, along with other long-standing campaigns, and that current ‘rules’ should not be regarded as a bar against revising decisions if certain criteria were met. The government accepted these recommendations. 

BOMBER COMMAND CAMPAIGN

Bomber Command operated throughout the entire period of the War in Europe, mounting its first sortie on 3 September 1939 and its last bombing sortie on the night of 2/3 May 1945, one week before VE day.   It was both a strategic campaign designed to destroy the German capability to wage war, and a tactical campaign in support of Operation Overlord. Despite the controversies over city bombing, it can be argued that it was successful overall in both tasks. 

All aircrew were volunteers and the average age was 22.  Restrictions on bombing Germany were removed by the War Cabinet in 1940, who also later approved the bombing of German cities. In 1943 improved aircraft and tactics led to enhanced performance and Bomber Command had a serious effect on the German war economy, curtailing output and forcing the Third Reich to divert to air defence resources which were badly needed elsewhere.   In 1944 and 1945 Bomber Command, in concert with the Americans, devoted considerable efforts to supporting Operation Overlord, both by direct support and by crippling the Germans’ ability to move troops and supplies, and severely limiting their oil supplies.

So serious were German fuel shortages that by December 1944 many Luftwaffe aircraft were grounded and Panzer divisions could not sustain offensive operations.  By the end of the War the German economy had largely collapsed due to Allied bombing, which had not only wrecked the German oil industry, but also the rail transport system.   As well as disrupting military traffic, this meant that coal, which powered German industry, could not be moved; and that, even when manufacturers could still operate, the finished goods could not be delivered. Hitler’s Armaments Minister Albert Speer later said of the bombing: “It made every square metre of Germany a front. For us it was the greatest lost battle of the war.”

MEDAL FACTS

On 3 October 1944 (HW 1655), after pressure in the House of Commons, it was agreed that fighter pilots between 10 July and 31 October 1940 inclusive should be awarded a BATTLE OF BRITAIN clasp to the 1939-43 Star (later the 1939-45 Star), and a rose emblem when the ribbon alone is worn.

In January 1945, in response to proposals from the military chiefs, Churchill accepted the idea of an Aircrew Europe Star for all those who had served in Bomber Command, not including ground crew, until D-Day. The Air Crew Europe Star was subsequently included in Command 6633 as presented to Parliament in May 1945. It was acknowledged that the Air Crew Europe Star was intended as recognition for Bomber Command’s contribution to victory. 

From 6 June 1944 the Air Crew Europe Star was discontinued and all those in Bomber Command, if qualified, were awarded the France-Germany Star.  This decision made in 1946 was based on the fact that World War 2 campaign medals were given for theatre-wide operations and it was considered that Bomber Command was part of the France-German Theatre.

Since the end of the war there have been stories of discrimination against Bomber Command, including in the medallic field, because of the tactic of area bombing which caused so many civilian casualties. Dresden is often mentioned as an example. Having discussed this issue in detail with the Air Historical Branch (RAF), I am convinced that there was NO political influence of this kind exerted over medallic recognition for Bomber Command. The decisions to award the Air Europe Star and France-Germany Star were taken well before any subsequent controversy arose, and there is no evidence that they were not taken independently and on the basis of the facts as then known. 

HONOURS AND DECORATIONS COMMITTEE POSITION
The HD Committee has not looked at the Bomber Command case as often as it looked at the Arctic Convoy case, partly because public and other pressure was less strong, particularly in recent years. But it did consider it in 1946, and decided to uphold the recommendations about the Aircrew Europe Star and France-Germany Star. The MOD and HD Committee stance since, of rejecting any further medallic recognition for Bomber Command, has been based on the same kind of considerations as for the Arctic Convoys: the five-year rule, no double medalling, and fear of creating precedents for other campaigns. The double medalling point was considered to be particularly strong because the Air Crew Europe medal was almost entirely intended for Bomber Command, and any new medal would therefore duplicate its coverage, though this did not of course apply in the same way to those who were awarded the France – Germany Star from D-Day onwards. The decision that Bomber Command after D-Day should qualify for the France-German Star was based on the premise that the Bomber Command Campaign was predominantly in support of Operation Overlord and should therefore be included in the theatre-oriented France-Germany Star.
This case against further medallic recognition was summed up publicly on two Parliamentary occasions:

1. By Baroness Taylor, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State (Ministry of Defence), in a House of Lords debate on Bomber Command recognition on 14 May 2009: “The (HD) Committee’s long standing policy has been that retrospective consideration of awards and medals for service performed many years earlier should not be given and that remains the case. Ministers do not interfere in the working of the Committee on the Grant of Honours and Medals.”

2. By Mr Andrew Robathan, the then Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Defence, in an adjournment debate on the 18 October 2011 “The case for awarding a medal to those who served in Bomber Command was considered by the relevant Committee at the time. However it was decided that this would not be approriate specifically for service in a particular command. There is no other example that I can think of, of a particular command getting a medal.” 

PARLIAMENTARY SUPPORT FOR ADDITIONAL MEDALLIC RECOGNITION OF BOMBER COMMAND

Despite these rejections, there has been cross party support in both Houses of Parliament for additional medallic recognition for Bomb Command. In the 14 May 2009 Lords debate on Bomber Command already mentioned, the following statements were made:

Lord Richards
“The short point is that members of Bomber Command who served in the war should be recognised on the same basis as those who were members of other services …. during the war, a total of 120,000 aircrew carried out no fewer than 366,000 sorties of which 297,000 were by night. During these long and dangerous operations 55,573 were killed, a ratio of 1:2. Every other member of Bomber Command who flew was killed – in addition 8,403 were wounded in action and nearly 11,000 taken prisoner.

Let me dispose first of the bureaucratic argument. It has been said on a number of occasions that, because the Honours, Awards and Decorations Committee had considered this in 1946, and then rejected it, it is no longer open to review. I would refute that - it really would be nonsense to hold that a decision make in 1946 is permanently binding no matter what change there is in circumstances. The Early Day Motion put down by my honourable friend Austin Mitchell in another place has now attracted more than 200 signatures and the Canadian Senate, by unanimous resolution, has asked that Britain be approached formally to give ‘belated recognition to the effort and sacrifice made by Bomber Command.’ So there is increasing political pressure that this anomaly should be corrected.  Their contribution was immense. Their treatment has been shabby and neglected. It is time that this is put right. The time is long overdue and I hope the Government will recognise it.”

Lord Goodlad
 “I hope that she (Baroness Taylor) will be able to give positive support to the Question put by the noble Lord Richard and that recognition and gratitude will be accorded in tangible form to those who fought in Bomber Command.” 

Lord Bramall

“Bearing in mind that that statistically, service in Bomber Command during the war years was by far the most dangerous assignment for the armed services who served in the front line, it seems more than approriate that they should have special recognition.” 

In the House of Commons, a 30 minute adjournment debate was secured by Mr Jackie Doyle-Price on the ‘Award of a Campaign Medal for Bomber Command’ on 18 October 2011. He made the following statement: “For many years the MoD has been answering correspondence from the public seeking a campaign medal for service in Bomber Command during World War 2. Austin Mitchell MP placed an Early Day Motion along similar lines in November 2007. This attracted 209 signatures – more recently he tabled Early Day Motion 1010 on 15 November 2010 and this is currently showing 135 signatures -- the case in support of a medal is that Bomber Command pilots and aircrews (all volunteers and including large numbers from the Commonwealth, notably Canada) suffered remarkably high and disproportionate casualty rates and that the major contribution made by Bomber Command to the Allied war effort was not therefore fully recognised -- let us end the hurt we have perpetrated on these honourable men. They served their country with pride and courage at great personal risk to themselves. It is time that we finally rewarded them with a campaign medal.”

ARGUMENT

Since the end of the war the HD Committee’s approach of maintaining the five-year and no double medalling rules has proved simple and largely effective. However, as with the Arctic Convoys, the decision taken in 1946 not to make a more specific award to the aircrew of Bomber Command, in this case because they were an individual command and did not take part in a separate campaign, has for seventy years caused frustration and resentment among veterans, and to some extent the public. 

In recent years, the significant contribution made to the war effort by Bomber Command, and the extraordinary bravery of the young volunteer aircrew, seem to have become better understood and more appreciated by the public. This is demonstrated by the new Hyde Park memorial, the opening of which was attended by both HM The Queen and the Prime Minister and supported by the Government. The erection of the Memorial was widely hailed as the right thing to do by both press and public, with few dissenting voices, despite some continuing concern about the civilian casualties caused by area bombing. ouse of Commons esse
The essential issue now is whether the tactical and strategic contribution made by Bomber Command from the beginning of the war to the end, which resulted in such high casualties, should be recognised as meriting exemption from long held and well tested principles regarding the award of World War 2 campaign medals, and whether the decisions taken at the time still seem reasonable and well-justified. It is worth noting in this context that the Canadian Government recently decided to institute a new Bomber Command bar, to be worn on the Canadian Volunteer Service Medal, for its citizens who were involved in the campaign. 

Sir John Holmes’ review set out certain exceptional circumstances where previous decisions could be reconsidered:
a. evidence that the issue was never properly considered at the time;

b. significant new information becoming available that had not been considered previously; 
c. facts relied upon during the original decision-making process being shown to be unsound; 
d. the original decision appearing to be manifestly inconsistent with those for other similar campaigns;
e. the decision appearing to have been taken for reasons which have nothing to do with risk and rigour.
He added: “The existence of a long standing campaign for a review cannot be a reason for reopening a decision by itself, but the degree of public, press, political or other support is a factor which should be taken into account, since it tends to suggest there is a prima facie case for another look.”

This case fits particularly point d. about lack of consistency with other awards, in this case particularly the separate recognition given to Fighter Command referred to above. It is hard to see why Fighter Command were more worthy of this kind of separate recognition than Bomber Command, though the contribution of the ‘few’ was of course much singled out, not least by Churchill himself. The degree of public and parliamentary support is also worth mentioning, though some of this has not focussed specifically on the medal.    

Before coming to a final recommendation on this, it is worth reviewing two different possible solutions.

A CLASP
One solution could be the issue of a clasp attached to the 1939-45 Star. A major advantage to this is that it would follow the precedent of the BATTLE OF BRITAIN clasp awarded to fighter pilots in 1941. The suggestion is that a clasp labelled BOMBER COMMAND could be attached to the medal ribbon of the 1939-45 Star and the insignia ‘B’ attached when the ribbon alone is worn. This would be similar to the 1st ARMY and 8th ARMY insignia on the Africa Star. Another major advantage of this is that it would avoid the awkward issue of Double Medalling for those who have the Aircrew Europe Star already. It would also be a more economic solution from a cost point of view. 

AWARD OF A NEW CAMPAIGN MEDAL
The second possibility is the award of a new medal to the aircrew of Bomber Command. The advantage of this is that it would be seen as a full and generous gesture of recognition, rather than the arguably technical half-way house of a Clasp, which could be seen as rather grudging. However such a decision would be both a more obvious breach of the five year rule than a Clasp, and a significant breach of the double medalling rule, as already explained. It would therefore be likely to increase pressure from other groups who are claiming medallic recognition. It would be clearly be also more expensive than a clasp and could require more administrative effort. 

RECOMMENDATION

The decision in 1946 not to give specific recognition to Bomber Command complied with the criteria at the time. As the years have passed, however, the realisation of the huge contribution to the war effort made by Bomber Command and of the extraordinary courage of the aircrew, has become more and more apparent and has attracted the deep respect and sympathy of the public, plus strong cross-party Parliamentary support.  In line therefore with the statement by King George V1 that “A good rule should be liable to exceptions in really special circumstances” and with Sir John Holmes’ conclusion that “Where circumstances are shown to be exceptional, there should be greater readiness to review previous decisions”, it is my recommendation that the aircrews of Bomber Command should be awarded a BOMBER COMMAND clasp which matches the precedent established by the BATTLE OF BRITAIN clasp awarded to fighter pilots in 1944. The qualifying criteria, as was the case for the BATTLE OF BRITAIN clasp, should be “aircrew who have already qualified for the 1939-45 Star and their Next of Kin."

To the extent possible, this recommendation should not be taken as a precedent for other Second World War claims, for example from D-Day or Dunkirk veterans, and care should be taken in its presentation for this reason.
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