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AIM

The aim of this paper is to recommend whether, after over sixty years, those who served in Korea from the ceasefire on the 27th July 1953 up to 17th July 1957, when British forces finally left Korea, should be awarded retrospective medallic recognition.
BACKGROUND

The background in brief is that in 1950 British forces were deployed to Korea in support of the United Nations to repel an invasion by North Korea. After nearly three years of fierce fighting, the Communist Government and the United Nations agreed a ceasefire which came into effect on the 27th July 1953. A Queen’s Korea Medal was awarded to all British and Commonwealth forces who took part in this campaign between July 1950 and 27th July 1953. 

A United Nations medal was also awarded to those who took part in this campaign, but the time limit in this case was extended to 27th July 1954. This date was selected because the UN medal is awarded only to military personnel serving under the operational or tactical command of the United Nations and the United Nations judged that this situation ceased on the 27th July 1954.
VETERANS’ CLAIM FOR MEDALLIC RECOGNITION

The veterans’ claim for medallic recognition has three main features.

1. RISK 

The veterans claim that after the ceasefire: “British units held defensive positions just south of the Imjin River in trenches and dugouts. They were under no delusion whatsoever regarding their inevitable fate in the event of an (always expected) attack by communist forces. With only about 36 hours of ammunition with which to hold back the enemy they were expected to be overrun. The reason for this was that their role was to create a delay in which to allow the US 24th Division to prepare to meet the inevitable breakthrough and onslaught. Thankfully this scenario did not occur, but the risk that it might have was very real indeed.”

They also point out that since the signing of the ceasefire in 1953 there have been over 40,000 violations of the Agreement, in which over 1,200 US military personnel have been killed in action. In the same period there have been more than 2,000 Republic of Korean combat deaths.

NOTE. Nearly all these casualties have occurred in the area of the Demilitarised Zone not manned by British forces. There were only two British deaths caused by hostile action in the period July 1953 to July 1957.

2. RIGOUR

The veterans point out: “There was also the climate to contend with. Spring thaw was followed by monsoon rains that played havoc with the fabric of laboriously dug positions. With the coming of summer the heat became intense. Dust coated the weapons, vehicles, food and clothing and British and other United Nations troops had to toil up mountainsides carrying heavy loads. Infection and disease prospered in this climate. Then came the winter and as men plodded between positions muffled by innumerable layers of clothing, they gazed in awed disbelief as the temperatures dropped to sub-zero depths. Starting a vehicle engine was a major undertaking and any carelessness in exposing even a small amount of flesh to the naked air resulted in frostbite.”

The veterans claim therefore that the “Risk and Rigour” faced by British troops in Korea after the 1953 ceasefire could hardly be regarded as “normal expectations of service life” and should be rewarded by medallic recognition.
AWARDS BY OTHER COMMONWEALTH COUNTRIES

The veterans also point out that other Governments have recognised the period after the ceasefire as warranting medallic recognition.

Australia - The Australian Service Medal 1945-1975, with clasp for Korea.

Australia - The Australian General Service Medal 1991/1995, with Clasp for Korea.

Australia  – The General Service Medal 2010 for service in Korea 1953-1956.

Canada  - The Canadian Peace Keeping Service Medal 1997 

New Zealand  - The New Zealand General Service Medal 1992 with clasp for Korea 1954 - 1957

The veterans note that these Governments have given medallic recognition to veterans who served under exactly the same harsh conditions and with precisely the same risk and rigour as the British veterans. They do not understand why the British Government is unwilling to do the same and to correct such an obvious injustice.  

Overall the veterans are not claiming an extension to the time limit for the Queen’s Korea Medal, which ended on the 27th July 1953, but would like some other medallic recognition. 
UNITED NATIONS MEDAL

The veterans claim that while the British troops were in Korea they were still under command of the United Nations. The Royal Sussex Regiment, the last British regiment to be stationed in Korea - they left in July 1957 -  flew the United Nations flag outside their battalion headquarters. On one occasion, when the most senior officer in Korea, a United States Officer, General L.L. Lemnitzer, visited the battalion, his title was “Commander in Chief, United Nations Command.”  

The veterans claim therefore that they were still part of the United Nations force and should qualify for the United Nations medal. 
MoD RESPONSE

Risk and rigour

The MoD argument is as follows:

If the Military commanders of the day, who had access to all the facts, had wanted to cover the full period during which British troops were deployed in Korea, they had every opportunity to pursue this. They could easily have submitted a case had they thought that the continuing risk and rigours for the Armed Forces personnel posted to Korea justified a medal. There is no evidence to prove that such a case was ever drafted or submitted for consideration by the Chain of Command or the HD Committee.

Awards by other Commonwealth countries

The MoD response to the fact that other Commonwealth countries have issued medals for service in Korea after the ceasefire is that Commonwealth countries have the independent right to submit requests for medallic recognition to Her Majesty and have done so on many occasions. These matters are the sole responsibility of the countries concerned and have no bearing on any decisions that the British Government might make under similar conditions.

United Nations Korea medal

Given that the veterans believe that they were serving under United Nations Command while they were in Korea, they submitted a claim in 2008, via Britain’s Permanent Representative to the United Nations, that the time limit of the United Nations Korea Medal should be extended for operations post 27th July 1954.  The reply came from Colonel Mark Bibby R.M., the Military Advisor to the British Mission in New York. He had consulted the UN Department for Peace Keeping Operations, which has the final say on UN medal policy. Colonel Bibby passed on their reply to the veterans: “Since you and your colleagues served post July 1954, you will not be entitled to the United Nations Medal.” Colonel Bibby added: “I regret that they are not minded to review this decision.”  

It is clear that the United Nations do not intend to open a case to extend the date of 27th July 1954 for qualification for the United Nations Korea Medal, which would affect contingents from twenty different countries.
CONCLUSIONS

In the period following the ceasefire on 27th July 1953 until 26th July 1957, when British forces left Korea, no recommendation for medallic recognition was submitted by the British Commander in Korea and no case was submitted to the H. D. Committee. 

The reason for this was presumably because those in authority at the time, and particularly those who had experienced the fierce fighting and terrible conditions suffered by the British forces during the war, were not sympathetic to the much more relaxed conditions for those stationed in Korea after the war.  It is hard to argue with this conclusion, although these are always tricky and to some extent subjective judgments. In any case, to overturn it would require significant evidence to show they were wrong.

After the signing of the ceasefire agreement, in the period July 1953 to July 1957, the risk of an attack  by the North Korean and/or Chinese Peoples’ Liberation Army was not negligible, but was not in fact high, given that they  had  been keen to agree a ceasefire. Moreover there were only two British casualties attributable to hostile action during this period.   Living conditions for those in the field were certainly not comfortable at times, but in the absence of significant immediate risk to life and limb do not seem sufficient to justify a medal in themselves.

If another medal were awarded for time in Korea after the ceasefire, unless time complicated time restrictions were put in place, it would mean that many servicemen would receive three medals for their service in Korea. This is part of a broader issue which Sir John Holmes is currently examining, but is meanwhile an extra argument against reopening the medals issue in this particular case.   

The fact that other Commonwealth Countries have awarded medals for post ceasefire service in Korea is certainly annoying and frustrating for the British servicemen concerned, and illustrates a recurring problem of different standards being applied by countries with roughly comparable military traditions to our own, which is worrying. But again this cannot by itself justify a change of British policy unless there are other compelling reasons for such a change.
RECOMMENDATION

The evidence in favour of a change in this case is not sufficiently compelling to warrant a recommendation to change the original decisions taken by those in authority at the time. The claim for a specific new British Korea Medal or clasp, for service after the ceasefire, is therefore not supported.  
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