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ATOMIC TESTING VETERANS 

Grievance 

MR R.R. WHITBY (Baldivis — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.50 am]: I rise to make a grievance on behalf of 
the Australian Ex-Services Atomic Survivors Association to the Minister for Veterans Issues, and I acknowledge 
in the gallery today executives, members of the association, wives and widows. 

The issue comes down to this: should all veterans who served this nation during the British nuclear tests in 
the 1950s be treated equally? a small group of veterans now in their late 70s and older are still being treated as 
second-class veterans more than six decades after they were exposed to high doses of radiation on or near the 
Montebello Islands, off the north west coast of Australia. While most veterans of British nuclear testing receive 
full health benefits under the Gold Card, these veterans do not. Why? Because their exposure occurred outside 
a completely arbitrary time line—3 October 1952 to 19 June 1958. God help you if you were exposed outside 
this period. My father, Ray Whitby, was a 19-year-old sailor on HMAS Fremantle when he stepped ashore 
Alpha Island on 12 September 1958. It was just 85 days after the cut-off date—two months, 24 days that continue 
to affect him and other veterans to this very day. 

While British scientists had full-body protective suits, my dad wore shorts and sandals. Alpha Island was the 
hottest in terms of radiation. A formerly secret Navy report from 1959—I have a copy in the chamber with me 
today—shows readings at Trimouille Island had radiation of between four to 14 milliroengten. On Alpha, it was 
2 000 counts per second. The report concludes that Alpha was “quite clearly much more radioactive”. 

Over the years, these men have witnessed many of their colleagues dying of cancer at an early age, and wives 
miscarrying. When the Fremantle was decommissioned, the crew transferred to the Diamantina, which returned 
to the islands in September 1959. On this second visit it was judged too dangerous to go ashore, so monitoring 
was conducted from the ship. There were other visits by the Diamantina in 1961 and 1962. 

Because these visits occurred outside of that arbitrary time period, the men on board are not entitled to the benefits 
given to other nuclear test veterans. The Australian Ex-Services Atomic Veterans Association has long fought for 
all atomic veterans to be treated the same, yet every year, more of their members pass away without justice. The 
association pinned its hopes on one last request last year when its representatives paid their own way to Canberra to 
put their case to veterans affairs minister Dan Tehan. Then, in May last year, association members, my father included, 
gathered in Mandurah for a weekend media event hosted by the federal member for Canning, Mr Andrew Hastie, and 
they were told they had won their battle for a Gold Card. It was a cruel half-truth. When the small print arrived in 
a letter from the minister, my father and many of his comrades were still excluded. 

The association estimates there are only about 25 men still alive who served on HMAS Fremantle and 
HMAS Diamantina during those island visits. Today I call on our Western Australian Minister for Veterans Issues 
to continue the fight on their behalf for justice and fairness. This is not an issue of the past. It is an issue of today. 
If we cannot treat veterans from the 1950s fairly, how can current members of our armed services have confidence 
that they will be treated fairly in years to come? 

MR P.C. TINLEY (Willagee — Minister for Veterans Issues) [9.54 am]: I thank the member for Baldivis for 
his grievance this morning and I acknowledge his close personal interest in the matter through his father, Ray. 
I acknowledge in the gallery Mr Rex Kaye, president of the Australian Ex-Services Atomic Survivors Association; 
secretary, Jim Marlow; vice-president, Arthur Bush-Jones; treasurer, Denis Flowers; Ray Whitby, and other 
members of the associations, their partners and widows, who join us in the gallery. 

Ray, as has already been acknowledged, served his country in the Royal Australian Navy during the period of the 
British nuclear testing and went where he was told when he was told, as do all servicemen and women in the 
Australian Defence Force. Ray was on HMAS Fremantle when she sailed into the Montebello archipelago only 
two years after the final detonation. 

The issue the member raises is, at the same time, both very specific and yet somewhat common. It is specific in 
that it is dealing with a select group of veterans who were present at the testing area subsequent to the nuclear 
testing regime, yet common in that often it is in the timing of specific cut-off dates—the small print, if you will—
that we see glaring inequities in how individuals are treated when it comes to legislation regarding compensation. 
By way of background, let me make a few points before going into detail on each. The first point I would like to 
make is that this is a situation that can be rectified only by the federal government through direct action by the 
Minister for Veterans’ Affairs. That said, this does not preclude in any way this state government and me pursuing 
what is fair and reasonable for any Western Australia citizen or class of Western Australian when required. To this 
end, I and we are duty-bound. The second point is that the criteria to qualify for the British nuclear testing—or 
BNT as it is shortened—defence sevice, is extremely rigid, with defined dates; this is the crux of the issue. 
I implore the new minister, Darren Chester, to look at it closely. The third point is that there is no question that 
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Mr Ray Whitby and others visited the Montebello Islands and were subjected to harmful radiation, which has 
affected the balance of their lives—that is, those of them who have been lucky enough to survive the exposure. 

I now go through the details. On 15 June 2017, legislation was passed in the Senate that enabled a $133 million 
program aimed at providing free health care through a Department of Veterans’ Affairs–issued Gold Card to the 
survivors of the British Commonwealth Occupation Force and the British Nuclear Test Defence Service cohort, 
of which Mr Whitby assumed he was a part. This legislative change was long overdue and welcome to the veterans 
community, and whilst welcomed by all, there was a sting in the tail for some atomic veterans such as Ray. The 
sting came in the form of the date set for the close of the BNT qualification, which is exactly two years after the 
third and final detonation, but more telling for Mr Whitby was that that is less than 90 days before 
HMAS Fremantle visited the Montebello archipelago—a visit specifically to test radiation levels. Some 70 years 
later, visitors to Alpha Island, the very island Ray was on, are still warned to spend no longer than one hour in 
each 24-hour period on those islands due to elevated radiation levels—that is 70 years after Ray was there. Ray 
was on that island for only 26 months after the third nuclear test, the G2 test as it is known, in which the largest 
ever nuclear device to be detonated in Australia was detonated. Fallout from these tests was detected as far away 
as Rockhampton on the Queensland coast. Our understanding of the lingering effect of radiation has well 
progressed from the 1950s and 1960s. It is for this reason that the particularly prescriptive date criteria qualifying 
for BNT defence service need to be reassessed and examined by the Minister for Veterans’ Affairs. The fact that 
when the sailors returned for the following test a year later the area was deemed too toxic to go ashore also 
highlights the absurdity in having a service end date of just two years after the final detonation. 

Mr Whitby and I first met to discuss this matter in August last year and I quickly came to the view that Mr Whitby 
and others of his cohort have been let down by the newly passed legislation. Subsequent to this meeting, his case 
has been reviewed by Peter Larter, a senior veterans advocate, and his evaluation only strengthened my initial 
belief. I applauded Dan Tehan’s decision to grant Gold Card status to those surviving veterans who are involved 
in the British nuclear testing; however, it is my firm belief that the intent of this legislation was to provide for all 
veterans who are exposed to dangerous levels of radiation both during and after the testing regime.  

To this end, I believe it was not the intent or spirit of the minister to exclude these veterans, but rather they have 
been let down by the prescriptive nature of the legislation and these are the unintended consequences. I believe the 
window of 3 October 1952 to 19 June 1958 was woefully inadequate. The crew of HMAS Fremantle, then 
HMAS Diamantina, continued close-proximity monitoring into the early 1960s. The date of the last tour of 
Diamantina to the area would appear to be the far more logical end date for qualifying for BNT service. This 
would also give some peace to the approximately 25 remaining crew who are still alive. Last November in 
Canberra I personally handed to Dan Tehan, the then Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, a body of work advocating 
for Mr Whitby and, by association, others in his boat, asking the minister to review the time lines laid out within 
the legislation so that it may in fact arrive at the outcome I believe it was intended to achieve. As many in this 
place would be aware, we are now two federal ministers further along in this portfolio, and this is one of the first 
things I will be addressing with Minister Darren Chester in his capacity as the new veterans’ affairs minister, 
hopefully, as early as next week. 

I acknowledge once again the members of the Australian Ex-Services Atomic Survivors Association in the public 
gallery. I salute their service, and I will continue to fight for them in Canberra. 

Members: Hear, hear! 
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