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AIM

The aim of this paper is to examine whether, after over sixty years, those who served in the Canal Zone between 3rd October 1945 and 15th October 1951, and between 20th October 1954 and 16th June 1956, should be awarded retrospective medallic recognition.  The background in brief is that in 1936 a Treaty of Alliance was signed with the Egyptian Government providing for a continued British presence in the Canal Zone but “with the eventual cessation of military occupation of the whole country.” By the end of the Second World War the British military presence had not decreased, but had instead been enhanced, and this apparent lack of progress provoked a spate of violence in both Cairo and Alexandria. During the period from 3rd October 1945 to 15th October 1951, the country was never entirely placid and the British presence continued to be resented.

In 1951, the Egyptian Government finally abrogated the Treaty of Alliance. As at this time the British had over £100 million of equipment in the Canal Zone, guarded by nearly 10,000 troops, the British Government refused to accept the abrogation.  The Egyptian Government therefore ordered its troops and police to harass the British, and the British Government ordered a state of emergency. In the ensuing three years over 80,000 servicemen were stationed in the Canal Zone and suffered some 600 casualties. Hostilities continued until the 19th October 1954, when a formal agreement was signed between Britain and Egypt that British forces would leave Egypt. The last element of the British forces departed on the 16th June 1956. 

On the 31st October 1956, British forces invaded Egypt to retake the Suez Canal, following its nationalisation by Nasser. Fighting continued until 22nd December 1956. Servicemen who took part in this campaign were awarded the General Service Medal with clasp NEAR EAST.
MEDALLIC RECOGNITION

Apart from this award for the period 31st October to 22nd December 1956, there was originally no medallic recognition at the time for service in Egypt. To remedy this lack of medallic recognition the Suez Veterans Association campaigned vigorously that service before 31st October 1956 should also be recognised by a GSM. 

As a result of this pressure, in July 2002 the Government asked General The Lord Guthrie to form a committee and report on the Suez Veterans’ claim. After reviewing all the facts, and in particular the fact that the Commander in Chief at the time had submitted a request for a GSM to the MoD for a period between “1951 and 1954”, but for various reasons this claim had not been passed to the Honours and Decorations Committee, they concluded that there was a case for an exceptional award to be made. They therefore recommended that those who had served in the Canal Zone between 16th October 1951 and 19th October 1954 for at least 30 days should be eligible for the award of the CANAL ZONE clasp to the GSM.  These specific dates were selected by the MoD as explained below.
CLAIM OF THE SUEZ VETERANS ASSOCIATION

The Suez Veterans Association were not satisfied with these dates of 16th October 1951 to 19th October 1954. They claimed that the dates had been selected for “political” reasons and did not take account of the “risk and rigour” endured by those serving in the Canal Zone between 3rd October 1945 and 15th October 1951, and from 20th October 1954 to 16th June 1956.

They therefore re-intensified their campaign for medallic recognition for the whole period. This is the subject of the current report.
 MoD RESPONSE - START DATE

Papers held by the MoD show that the selection of the date 16th October 1951 was made in 2002 after consideration by the Royal Navy, Army and Royal Air Force, and that four dates had been considered.

1. 16th October 1951: this date marked the first anti British riots in Ismalia, when the decision was taken to evacuate British Service families from Port Said and from Suez to protected areas

2. 17th October 1951: a clash with the Egyptian Army at the Firdan Bridge resulted in the death of two Egyptians. The British then occupied all points of access between the Canal Zone and the rest of Egypt

3. 19-22nd October 1951: two complete infantry brigades were dispatched from Cyprus

4. 5th November 1951: the first “terrorist” incident in which a British civilian was attacked and wounded outside Ismailia.

The start date of 16th October was chosen as it marked most clearly the change in the level of violence. This was the date given to the Lord Guthrie Committee.
MoD RESPONSE - END DATE

Consideration was given to five dates before the selection of the 19th October 1954 as the final date for the award.

1. 25th January 1952: British forces including armour and artillery attacked and disarmed the Egyptian police in their barracks in Ismailia. This marked the end of major violence, although a low-key campaign of anti-British harassment did continue afterwards.
2. 27th July 54: the date of the political agreement to end the British presence in Egypt.
3. 19th October 1954: the date of the signature of the formal agreement between Britain and Egypt.
4. 26th March 1956: the last British formed units left Egypt.
5. 16th June 1956: the last administrative elements of the British Army left Egypt.

Notwithstanding the fact that British military personnel remained in Egypt until 16th June 1956, the Royal Navy, the Army and the Royal Air Force recommended that the end date for the award of the GSM and Naval General Service Medal should be 19th October 1954, as this date marked the date of the final political settlement and the end of significant hostilities (until the invasion of Suez in October 1956).
RISK AND RIGOUR

The Suez Veterans’ Association say that in the period 3rd September 1945 to 16 June 1956, excluding those who died in the period 16th October 1951 to 19th October 1954, there were a number of deaths caused by hostile action. However, the Army and RAF Historical Branch, having reviewed all service deaths in the same period, have stated that the number of casualties caused by hostile action in these two periods cannot be confirmed but in their opinion is extremely small.

The Veterans’ Association also cite various MOD documents to support their claim:
1. “The number or extent of casualties has not been considered an absolute determinant in past GSM awards. There has always been an element of danger with risk to life and limb.” MoD File T300/100, dated 1986.
2. “The concept of campaign service is not exclusively defined. The presence or absence of a live enemy has not been considered an essential determinant.” MoD Memo File T300/100, dated 1986.  
3. “A declaration of hostilities and an identified enemy are not a prerequisite for the GSM, a precedent set with former mine clearance clasps.” MoD Memo File T300/101, dated 1987.
4. “There are no set rules or regulations for the GSM. Every case for a medal is considered on its merits taking into account a wide range of factors including the scale and scope of the operation, the climatic conditions, the living standards of the troops and any casualties sustained.” Under Secretary of State for Defence Dr Lewis Moonie MP, 29th January 2002.

The Veterans’ view is that these MoD documents and statements about criteria for the GSM support their claim for medallic recognition. They argue that life in Egypt was difficult and hazardous: “The conditions in which large numbers of mainly young servicemen had to live for periods of up to three years was very poor.  There was a constant state of tension because of the dangers of terrorist attacks and this was exacerbated by the need to conduct policing operations and guard vital installations. These operations sometimes deteriorated into firefights with dissidents and there were a number of intense skirmishes.”
LORD GUTHRIE’S REPORT

Lord Guthrie’s Report states as a general point that: “The discomfort and poor conditions on which the veterans have laid a fair amount of stress were not uncommon at the time and did not in themselves provide grounds for the award of a 
medal.” The Report did conclude however, that in the period selected by the MoD of 16th October 1951 to 19th October 1954, the case had been made for the exceptional award of a medal because of the level of hostilities during that period.

But the Guthrie committee was also strongly influenced by the fact that a recommendation for a medal had been made by the field command at the time, but then not pursued through the bureaucracy for reasons which were not clear. They took the view that the recommendation had not been properly processed. 
CONCLUSIONS

The dates agreed by all three services of the 16th October 1951 to 19th October 1954 for the award of the GSM were in response to a recommendation from the Commander in Chief in the field at the time that conditions on the ground in the period “1951 –1954” should be recognised by a medal, which was in turn based on the level of hostile activity which was taking place on the ground. No evidence has been obtained which suggests that this 2002 decision about dates had other grounds, was politically motivated (whatever that might mean in the circumstances of 2002), or was otherwise unsoundly based.   

Service in Egypt after the Second World War until 16th October 1951 and after 19th October 1954 until 16th June 1956 could sometimes be dangerous and tedious, and living conditions could certainly be very poor. However, the case for exceptional risk and rigour for these periods does not appear strong. It is also worthwhile looking at the decisions taken against the exceptional circumstance parameters likely to justify a change given in Sir John Holmes’ Report, namely:

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

There is no evidence which suggests “exceptional circumstances” on these lines are sufficiently applicable to justify medallic recognition in this period different from that recommended by Lord Guthrie. While in cases like these any selection of dates may be considered to have a certain degree of arbitrariness, the dates chosen do stand up to scrutiny and make sense in military terms.
RECOMMENDATION

We have not found sufficient evidence which would justify overturning the original decisions about medallic recognition, as modified by the recommendation of the Lord Guthrie Committee in 2002. The claim for a retrospective issue of a General Service Medal for service in Egypt in the periods before the 16th October 1951 and after 19th October 1954 to 16th June 1956 is not therefore supported.
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