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MEDAL REVIEW PHASE THREE

SOUTH ATLANTIC MEDAL

AIM
The aim of this paper is to examine whether, after thirty years, the time limit of 12 July 1982 for qualification for the South Atlantic Medal without Rosette should be extended. 

BACKGROUND
On the 2nd April 1982, Argentinian Forces invaded the Falklands Islands, an isolated British dependency about 350 miles from the Argentine coast, overwhelming the then garrison of some 80 Royal Marines. The Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, ordered a task force to be assembled very rapidly to retake the Islands, which lay over 8000 miles away from Britain.

In a remarkable military and logistic achievement, Operation Corporate, which was the name given to Task Force 317, formed and sailed in a few days, although, as the Commander admitted, the speed with which the operation was mounted did not allow ships and troops time to prepare properly and a vigorous training programme had to be carried out at sea.   On the 21st May the British made an amphibious landing with 4000 troops on the beaches around San Carlos Water. After heavy combat over 1000 Argentine prisoners were taken. On 1st June a further 5000 troops of 5 Infantry Brigade landed and an assault on the capital of Stanley began, supported by naval aircraft and gunfire from R.N. ships. On the 11th June, Stanley was liberated and on the 14th June the Argentine forces in the area surrendered. On the 15th June the Argentinians surrendered at Goose Green. On the 20th June, Argentine forces finally surrendered at Southern Thule, bringing active operations to an end. Operation Corporate was a brilliant success. Admiral Sir John Fieldhouse wrote in his Despatch that it was successful because of the “harmony” of all those who took part: the Royal Navy, Royal Marines, Royal Fleet Auxiliary, Merchant Navy, Army and Royal Air Force. 
Medallic recognition was quickly decided. Under the terms of Command Paper 8601 of 13 July 1982 the operational area that determined entitlement to the award was the most comprehensive for any British campaign medal. It covered a vast tract of ocean stretching from just below the Equator to the vicinity of the Antarctic Circle. It encompassed the islands within that area and included active service on the mainland of Latin America. The qualifications were as follows: 
a. Service of one day in the Falkland Islands or their Dependencies, or in the South Atlantic south of 35 degrees South and north of 60 degrees South; or in any operational aircraft sortie south of the Ascension Islands between 2 April and 14 June 1982. 

b. Service of 30 days or more, not necessarily continuous, but commencing between 2 April and completed by 12 July 1982 in the South Atlantic, south of 7 degrees South and north of 35 degrees South. 

c. Those who qualified under a. above should be permitted to wear a distinguishing rosette on the ribbon. 

35,000 medals were minted and approximately 27,000 were issued, the majority going to the Royal Navy, which had made such a major contribution to the success of the operation. The first examples were issued only 13 weeks after the medal was authorised, and were worn in the Victory Parade through the City of London on 12th October 1982. The task of identifying the recipients and dispatching the medals was completed by February 1983. According to Spinks’ Numismatic Journal: ‘It is unlikely that any other British medallic award was conceived, designed, manufactured, named and distributed with such a strong sense of urgency.’

In the years since the Falklands war, there has been a campaign by some veterans, arguing that the end date of the campaign for medallic purposes was set too early, ignoring the risks and rigour undergone by naval and other forces for several more months, and that one of the reasons for this was political haste was to ensure medals would be available for the London parade.

RISK AND RIGOUR
The immediately following sections look at the essential criteria of risk and rigour in this context, to test the strength of the case that both elements persisted for a considerable period after 12th July 1982.
RISK

There is no doubt that, following the ceasefire in the Falklands on 14 June 1982, there was still a strong fear, even presumption, that hostilities would recur. The Intelligence Mission given by the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) to the British Commander in the Falklands, and approved by the Prime Minister in June 1982, was: ‘Will the Argentine Forces attempt another attack on the Falkland Islands? If so, when, where and in what strength?’

The Force Commander’s operations and plans were tailored accordingly, by all three services. The perception of the risk of further hostilities is shown in the following Defence and Overseas Policy Committee (OD) and Cabinet Office papers released to the public at The National Archives (TNA) at Kew on 28 December 2012, and in minutes from the Attorney General and the UK Representative to the UN in New York.

a. 14 June 1982, OD (SA) 55th Meeting: comprehensive ceasefire is what is required. Meanwhile, if Argentine troops now withdraw from the Islands, it will be as a consequence of repossession effected by British military action to expel Argentine forces in exercise of the right of self defence and not a result of voluntary Argentine surrender in compliance with Security Council Resolution 502. There are problems in achieving a comprehensive ceasefire.
b. 16 June 1982, OD (SA) 57th Meeting. Argentine surrender on West as well as East Falklands has been completed. Arrangements are in hand to secure the surrender of a small group of Argentine servicemen on South Thule. As an interim measure, until it is known whether Argentina has accepted a complete cessation of hostilities, the Rules of Engagement have been modified to ensure that no Argentine warship would be attacked unless she entered the 200 mile Total Exclusion Zone (TEZ). Meanwhile no response had been received from the Argentine Government to the British government’s message calling on Argentina to complete cessation of hostilities. Arrangements to be made for a Thanksgiving Service in St Paul’s Cathedral, and arrangements made for striking a South Atlantic campaign medal should be expedited.

c. 17 June 1982, OD (SA) 58th Meeting. British ships could not be asked to sail to Argentine ports without either a full cessation of hostilities or a guarantee of safe conduct. Pressure on Argentina to respond positively to British messages should be maintained.

d. 18 June 1982, OD (SA) 59th Meeting. Argentina requested agreement for two Argentine hospital ships and a support ship to take prisoners off from Port Stanley. The Prime Minister said that the latest Argentine offer should be accepted, but until a complete cessation of hostilities was assured, only the two hospital ships should be admitted to Port Stanley.

e. 21 June 1982, OD (SA) 60th Meeting. Southern Thule had been repossessed without a shot being fired. There were indications that the Argentine military stand-down was in progress except for the military airfield at Rio Grande. Instructions had been issued to British Forces to open fire only in self-defence, except against Argentine warships entering the TEZ without warning. The maintenance of tight security at the Rio Grande airfield put a question mark over Argentine intentions as regards a de facto cessation of hostilities. The Prime Minister noted that there was still no unequivocal Argentine acceptance that active hostilities had ceased. 

f. 22 June 1982, OD (SA) 61st Meeting. The prevailing political situation in Buenos Aires made it difficult at the present to secure confirmation from the Argentines that hostilities had ceased.

g. 24 June 1982, OD (SA) 62nd Meeting. The fact that Rio Grande airfield was still under close security meant that British forces could not relax their vigilance and that a total cessation of hostilities could not be assumed.

h. 5 July 1982, OD (SA) 69th Meeting. It would be helpful to have a military assessment of the pros and cons of returning all or some of the prisoners in the absence of explicit Argentine acceptance that hostilities were at an end. The Prime Minister noted that there would be a legal justification for maintaining the TEZ and the 12-mile restriction (at least on Argentine submarines) for as long as there was no formal cessation of hostilities.

i. July 8TH 1982, Note from the Attorney General to the Prime Minister on cessation of hostilities: he argues that the criterion upon which our justification for maintaining our measures of self-defence must turn is NOT whether there has or has not been a "formal cessation of hostilities" but whether there does or does not still exist a threat, in the form of a continuing intention by the Argentines to attack us (coupled with an ability to do so), which entitles us "to keep up our guard". A "formal cessation of hostilities" i.e. an explicit renunciation by the Argentines of any such hostile intentions, would of course be a very strong indication of the fact that the threat no longer existed. In these circumstances, the Attorney General concludes that, in his opinion, "active hostilities" had not yet ceased.

j. 29 July 1982, Cabinet Conclusions CC (82) 40th Meeting. The Prime Minister said that the government’s aim was to restore relations with Argentina step by step and on a reciprocal basis, The United Kingdom had lifted the 12 mile limit on Argentine shipping and ended the TEZ as well as returning all Argentine prisoners. So far Argentina had given nothing in return; the responses coming out of Buenos Aires were ‘hostile and confused’. The possibility of a surprise Argentine attack on a British ship by way of revenge could still not be ruled out. 

k. 20 August 1982, note from the Permanent Representative of the United Kingdom to the UN: he argues that, since the re-establishment of British authority on the 14th June, the Argentine Government has gone no further than to state that there is a de facto suspension of hostilities. It has been unwilling to declare hostilities definitely at an end or to renounce the possibility of further unlawful use of force. In these circumstances, the protection zone remains necessary to ensure the defence of the Islands. If Argentina genuinely wishes to reduce the tension she single-handedly brought into the area in April, then her agreement to a definitive cessation of hostilities would be the obvious first step. 

l. 9 September 1982, Cabinet Conclusions CC (82) 41st Meeting. The Argentines would welcome the good offices of the United States in reaching an agreement on trade restrictions at the appropriate time. It was important that this should not become public knowledge prematurely, especially as the Argentine Air Force remained opposed to any accommodation with the United Kingdom.

m. 1 October 1982, Cabinet Conclusions CC (82) 44th Meeting. The Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary said that the UN General Assembly debate on the Argentine sponsored draft resolution on the Falklands Islands was due to start on 2 November. The terms of the draft were unacceptable.

n. 28 October 1982, Cabinet Conclusions CC (82) 45th Meeting. The Secretary of State for Defence, reporting on his recent visit to the Falkland Islands, said: ‘The Armed Services were doing a magnificent job in the face of formidable difficulties. The Royal Engineers had in effect built a new temporary airfield in record time, which was capable of taking combat aircraft. On the ground members of the Services were working up to 17 hours a day in bad weather conditions and with poor accommodation. Meanwhile the problems created by the aftermath of war were immense, although remarkable progress was being made. The hundreds of Argentine dead who were scattered over the battlefield, many of them in areas which had been indiscriminately mined, represented a particularly urgent problem. Efforts made through diplomatic channels to persuade Argentina to accept responsibility for the Argentine war dead had been unsuccessful.’

These fears of possible further hostile acts by Argentina in the period from the ceasefire on 14 June to 21 October 1982, when the defensive measures were finally significantly relaxed, were strengthened by aggressively bellicose statements made by the Argentine Government, by Argentine aircraft making provocative flights towards the Falklands and Argentine ships and submarines making surreptitious approaches to the TEZ.

RIGOUR 

It was against this perception of a real risk of a resumption of hostilities, or at least a surprise Argentine attack, that servicemen were continually required to remain on full alert for long periods, and to fulfil stressful defensive operational tasks, enduring exceptionally difficult living and working conditions, in a largely hostile climate during the southern hemisphere winter months. The need to maintain operational status 24/7 until vital defence work was completed meant that HM ships at sea, RAF Stanley air defenders and the Harrier fighter squadrons were kept at operational readiness (Defence Stations) until HMG assessed the risk of further hostile operations from Argentina had passed, which was long after overt hostilities had ceased. All this was complicated by the distance factor. RAF planes could not land in Brazil or Uruguay for political reasons and bad weather was a constant threat.  Until the airfield was re-laid and completed, access to the Falklands involved a 14-hour flight over open sea from Ascension Island. Meanwhile blizzards, snow squalls, high winds, and low clouds meant that the weather was always a factor for both operations and for working outdoors. Average temperatures for July and August were 320 F/ 00 C with a wind chill factor of -15F. Cold winter warfare clothing was routinely issued and operational tasks rotated rapidly to ensure minimum exposure.
1. Royal Navy rigour: the Royal Navy and Merchant Navy suffered heavy losses in the South Atlantic during the fighting between 2 April and 14 June 1982. Further Royal Navy ships and aircraft were then brought forward to provide support for what turned out to be a prolonged campaign. Ships that had previously been placed into mothballs and destined for the scrap yard were pressed back into service. Fresh Fleet Air Arm squadrons were formed. An RAF ground attack Harrier squadron was mobilised for unaccustomed carrier-borne operations to supplement the two Sea Harrier squadrons which provided the first layer of defence. Flying intensity by ship-borne aircraft was exceptional.

Ships Weapon Systems were overhauled, tested and fired and weapons crews were drilled to bring times and drills down to a reaction time of under one minute. Tactical and communications procedures were intensively rehearsed; damage control exercises were constantly practiced; equipments were modified and all ships identification markings were removed from ships aircraft and boats and the life rafts and bollards were painted gray. Ships’ pennant numbers were obliterated and brass plaques and any other items that would give away identity were removed. Ships were stripped of anything that could burn easily. All formica was removed from mess decks and dining halls, ships were stripped back internally to bare metal, along with anything that could cause foreign object damage if the ship was struck by a bomb or Exocet missile. Normal mess decks onboard were split up, so if a missile or a bomb hit the ship it would not take out all key personnel in one branch. Before sailing, crew were read the Articles of War, told to make wills and were issued with Prisoner of War ID cards and Geneva Prisoner of War Convention ‘Dog Tags’. 

The threat to all the ships of the Task Force was real and very dangerous. Fast, low Argentine aircraft armed with bombs, guns and sometimes Exocet missiles had already sunk five ships and seriously damaged the Sir Galahad. The time for detection and for protective measures to be taken was minimal. Continual vigilance was required. After departure from Ascension, ships commenced 96 days of continuous ‘Defence Watch,’ sleeping 6 hours on 6 hours off at weapon stations. This is the highest state of readiness a Royal Navy warship can be, apart from full-blown Action Stations. These were not normal ‘Cruising Watches’ or ‘Patrolling Watches; the ships remained ready for instant action. This length of time to maintain ‘Defence Watches’ was unprecedented since the end of World War Two. Crew slept in full action dress and life jackets and gas masks, and personal ‘Emergency Life Saving Equipment’ was carried at all times. 

In the period up to 21st October ships, often in atrocious weather, maintained surveillance over the TEZ, confronting Argentine ships and the two Argentine Type 209 submarines. They were constantly called to ‘Air Raid Warning Red’ because of Argentine Air Force fighters testing the resolve of the Task Force; mines were dealt with; the wrecks of Antelope, Ardent and Coventry were located and marked; unexploded bombs were disposed of and sea-lanes were surveyed and made safe. Divers, working in freezing cold and murky waters, completed many grisly and dangerous jobs. Five Argentine fighter aircraft, which had never been reported, were discovered on the seabed and the sunken Argentine supply ship Rio Carcarana was located. Clandestine operations close to the enemy were carried out by submarine in cooperation with the SAS.

2. Army rigour: the key to normalization of the defences of the Falklands was assessed by HMG as ‘the rebuilding of RAF Stanley as quickly as possible’. Because of the many craters and unexploded devices, and the need for speed, the surface was bulldozed and US ‘AM2’ metal runway matting laid over a stone bed. The Royal Engineer airfield construction squadron, reinforced by infantry fatigue parties, worked 3 hours on 3 hours off shifts, 24/7, in all-weather conditions for nearly three months after the end of hostilities. Key equipment items were absent, and the R.E. work centred on the need to operate and maintain mechanical rock crushers 24 hours a day in all weathers. This work had to be done under the constant risk of an enemy bombing attack. 
There were three key tasks that had to be accomplished once the Argentine prisoners of war had sailed for home: mine and ordnance clearing; securing vital intelligence and materiel; locating and burying bodies on the battlefield. All three tasks were frequently carried out in adverse weather conditions and at considerable risk.
a) Minefield Clearance. By far the most dangerous and urgent task was mine clearance and its associated booby traps. Because the Argentines had laid mines at random, and in most cases had failed to mark the minefields, the operation was always risky. The fact that the Argentines’ operational map of all the minefields had been stolen as a souvenir made the plotting and identifying of unknown minefields a highly dangerous job, as the post-war casualties from mine clearance testify. The main mine hazards were in the defensive belts around Port Stanley, especially Cape Pembroke, and in the unmarked fields on West Falkland. A lethal combination of undetectable plastic anti-personnel mines, unmarked minefields and haphazard random mining meant that the operation was rated as ‘highly dangerous’ by 49 (EOD) Sqn, RE, which led the mine clearance effort. The Commando Brigade’s 59 Sqn RE calculated that there were 12,000 mines in over 100 different minefield locations, many unlocated. As well as the Spanish C3B anti tank mine with its 11 pounds of explosive, the Argentines had also laid numerous Italian FB 33 plastic anti-personnel mines. The latter were almost undetectable except by digging or prodding, and the retreating Argentines had in many cases hidden them in the doorways of evacuated bunkers or attached them to attractive items as booby traps. These were numerous and ranged from the simple expedient of placing a grenade (with its pin removed) in a discarded tin can, to sophisticated grenade necklaces wired to HE bombs or boxes of explosives. All had to be located and made safe before areas could be searched.

b) Discarded Ordnance. The scene in July and August 1982 was one of potentially lethal confusion because of the wide variety of unexploded ordnance (UXO) lying around everywhere. There were an estimated 4,500 grenades, 20,000 mortar bombs, 4,000 rockets, 12,000 shells, 2,000 unlaid mines, 284 anti aircraft missiles, 88 bombs and six drop tanks filled with napalm in an unstable condition, all lying on the surface, as well as hundreds of thousands of rounds of Small Arms Ammunition.

c) Unburied bodies. One of the key tasks in the three months after the war was finding and collecting intelligence abandoned by the retreating Argentines. This involved collecting discarded maps, notebooks, operational orders, signals and other equipment of interest to HMG and searching unburied bodies. This last—and most unpleasant—task was eventually delegated to a volunteer Intelligence Corps NCO. 

3. Royal Air Force rigour: the Falkland Islands is as far west as New York and 8,000 miles to the south of the UK. RAF planes could not land in Brazil or Uruguay for political reasons and bad weather was a constant threat. Access to the Falklands involved (until the airfield was re-laid and completed) a 14-hour flight over open sea from Ascension. The crosswind component at RAF Stanley’s single runway often gusted at 50 mph and at 80 degrees, making many supposedly routine take offs and landings extremely hazardous. While the runway was closed for repair, the air bridge once again became the only swift method of re-supply, with routine 25 and 26 hour round trips by Hercules, air-dropping supplies and ‘snatching’ mail and key small items. Some 30 snatches were made before the new runway became operational again on 30 August 1982. At least one Hercules was diverted by bad weather and had to return to Ascension without being able to carry out its task, involving a fruitless 28 hour sortie. 
The provision of urgent supplies to the small garrison on South Georgia 800 miles to the southeast of the Falklands could only be done by airdrops on the glacier by RAF Hercules flights. These flights were a calculated risk, as RAF Stanley weather would often close in to make recovery and blind landing hazardous after the 8-hour flight over the South Atlantic.

 RAF Stanley air defence Rapiers had to remain fully ready for action for at least three months after 14th June. This involved RAF Regiment personnel  manning open observation anti aircraft posts around the airfield, in many cases operating from flooded trenches in semi-Antarctic weather conditions. 

RAF reconnaissance flights to the far west of the Falklands were regularly illuminated by long-range target acquisition radars, and ‘elint’ flights had to be prepared for hostile reaction. 

CONCLUSION
Operation Corporate was a great success. The Royal Navy, in a remarkably short period, gathered a task force together, and sailed 8000 miles to the Falkland Islands. A large number of Merchant Navy ships were taken up from trade. From 2 April to 14 June 1982 the RN provided protection and supplies in the face of fierce opposition; the Royal Marines and Army fought a superior number of enemy and successfully liberated the Islands; the RAF provided essential air cover and resupplied those ashore as best they could, given the distances, with skill and bravery. The award of the South Atlantic Medal to those engaged in the period of hostilities with the medal and rosette was fully justified. 

The issue lies in the selection of the date of 12th July as the cut off period for the award of the medal without the rosette. This decision, within days of the ending of hostilities, was remarkably rapid, and is considered by many observers to have been premature.  Although the Argentine forces on the Falkland Islands had surrendered, it is clear that the British Government consistently feared, with good reason, for a significant further period, that there might be a resumption of hostilities. In particular they were nervous that the Argentine Government, notably the Argentine Air Force, which had operated to deadly effect during the war, might initiate some form of “revenge attack”.  It was this assessment of the risk that resulted in the three services having to remain at very high states of alert, in extremely rigorous conditions, to maintain a credible defence of the Islands. Although there were in the event no fresh attacks, this may well have been at least in part because of the deterrent effect of British forces maintaining their ability to respond to any threat more or less immediately

In Sir John Holmes’ original review, he identifies one factor which can justify a change in earlier decisions regarding medallic recognition as “Significant new information becoming available that had not been considered previously”. In this case, the very early choice of the cut-off date of 12th July, which may have been at least partly driven by a perceived need, for political reasons, to ensure visible early rewards for the military success, in time for a planned parade in the early autumn, did not reflect or recognise the high degree of risk, as confirmed in repeated Cabinet Office Papers, which continued to exist in the period immediately after the ceasefire. Recognition of and compliance with this risk caused all those still involved in the Falklands Campaign to endure exceptional levels of rigour for several more months.

. 

RECOMMENDATION

In these circumstances I believe that it is justified to extend the current period for qualification of the South Atlantic Medal without the Rosette, on the same conditions as before, to the 21st October 1982. That is the date when the requirement for ships to maintain ‘Defence Watch’ status was removed, because the airfield at Stanley was complete and operational, and the threat from Argentine forces was considered to have reduced sufficiently to justify such a step. 
The number of personnel who would benefit from this decision is hard to calculate exactly but is likely to be around 10,000. The cost should be limited, even if new medals have to be struck, which is not certain, given the numbers originally produced. Research to establish eligibility should be relatively straightforward since the events are relatively recent and good records are readily available.

It is worth noting that the Merchant Navy Association and the South Atlantic Medal Association (SAMA) support this recommendation, as well as the following senior officers and officials: 
· Admiral Sir Derek Ruffell KCB

· Admiral Sir Jeremy Black GBE KCB DSO

· Admiral Sir Jock Slater GCB LVO DL

· Admiral Sir Michael Layard KCB CB

· Admiral the Right Honourable Baron West of Spithead GCB DFC PC

· Admiral Sir Jonathon Band GCB DL 
· Admiral Sir Ian Forbes KCB CBE

· Rear Admiral Jeremy Larken DSO 
· Major General J.H.A. Thompson CB OBE (RM) 
· Commodore M.C. Clapp CB 
· Air Chief Marshall Sir Peter Squire GCB DFC AFC DL

· Air Marshall Sir John Curtiss KBE KCB 
· General Sir Roger Wheeler GCB CBE 
· Major General W.J.P. Robins CB OBE 
· Colonel Michael Bowles MBE, President, South Atlantic Medal Association 
· Colonel J. Hughes-Wilson, Senior Intelligence Officer, Falklands, July 1982 – February 1983 
· Gill Bennett OBE MA, former Chief Historian, Foreign and Commonwealth Office.
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