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SUBJECTS: The Government’s mishandling of the decision by the DHAAT to award 
Teddy Sheean a VC. 
 
SARAH GILLMAN, HOST: The latest in the campaign to help Tasmanian Teddy Sheean 
posthumously awarded a Victoria Cross for his bravery in World War Two. The then 18 
year old went down with HMAS Armidale after strapping himself to a gun and shooting 
down a Japanese aircraft, saving his crew mates. While the Defence Honours and Awards 
Tribunal unanimously recommended that Teddy Sheean receive Australia's top military 
honour, the Federal Government announced last week it would not accept the 
recommendation. And since then there's been a letter leaked which shows that perhaps 
things aren't exactly what they seem. Richard Marles is the Shadow Defence Minister and 
joins us on the line. Good morning. 
  
RICHARD MARLES, DEPUTY LEADER OF THE AUSTRALIAN LABOR PARTY:  Good 
morning, Sarah. How are you? 
  
GILLMAN: Well thanks. Now, we heard last week that Teddy Sheean had been denied a 
Victoria Cross despite the unanimous recommendation of the tribunal. Why was that? 
  
MARLES: Well that is actually the question; that is the pertinent question. We've got the 
Honours and Awards Appeals Tribunal which has unanimously found having reviewed all 
the evidence- and looked at new evidence in fact that Teddy Sheean's actions were 
deserving of Victoria Cross back in 1942. The Government has not accepted that 
recommendation and we really don't understand why. And so for Teddy Sheean's family, 
for all those who have been campaigning for this recognition, people are being left in the 
dark as to exactly why the Government is not accepting the recommendation of this 
independent tribunal which has gone through this case thoroughly. And I think in the 
absence of any reason why, I mean clearly Teddy Sheean should be posthumously 
awarded a VC. I mean, I think that's what's now plain. And the extraordinary intervention 



from Mark Sullivan who is the Chair of the Honours and Awards Tribunal in relation to 
Minister Reynolds, I think speaks to the significance of this case, and the need for a proper 
resolution of it to be determined by the Government. 
 
GILLMAN: So that the Federal Defence Minister is Linda Reynolds and now as you say, 
the Defence Honours Tribunal has taken issue with some of the things she said. So, tell us 
what has happened. 
  
MARLES: Senator Reynolds in her comments to the Senate last week- in answer to the 
question from Senator Jacqui Lambie, asserted that no new evidence had been assessed 
by the Tribunal, and this was ultimately a review of a decision that had been made by- 
previously been made by an inquiry back in 2013. What was missing in that comment was 
that, in fact what the Honours and Awards Appeals Tribunal had done, was really go back 
to the start of this case and look at it in its entirety- so it wasn't just a review of a preceding 
decision. And more than that, in doing that they had considered new evidence which 
showed that the British Admiralty back in 1940-probably ’43- but in the aftermath of the 
immediate aftermath of the event had underplayed the role that Teddy Sheean had played 
in in this extraordinary event. And on the basis of that, they'd made their decision. Now, 
none of that came out in Senator Reynolds comments to the Senate. We were concerned 
about that. I understand that she now issued a correction to her statement. That is all well 
and good but at the end of the, day this is- yes the Minister should have been more careful 
with her language- but this is not about Minister Reynolds, this is actually about Teddy 
Sheean and his family now. It's about making sure that what is a great Australian story is 
properly honoured through the awarding of a Victoria Cross. At the heart of the VC is the 
idea that if you've put your life on the line, that you've acted with indifference to your own 
wellbeing to help others. And on the face of it that's exactly what this remarkable story is. 
And having an independent tribunal go through this forensically and thoroughly and coming 
to the unanimous conclusion that yes this is a story, this is a set of actions which deserves 
the awarding of a VC; it's actually really important for the nation then that we're given that 
story through the awarding of a VC. It is a very special and rare award. I think given what's 
now happened it's really important this is brought to the right conclusion. 
 
GILLMAN: Well you've called on the Minister to immediately address the matters and 
provide an explanation to the Senate when it meets again on the 10th of June. As you say 
there was widespread support, even shock that the Government decided not to award 
Teddy Sheean the VC. The Minister, as you say, has issued a clarification in a statement. 
And she says, “I said in my statement that the 2019 review by the Tribunal was a review of 
the 2013 Valour Inquiry's recommendation in relation to Ordinary Seaman Sheean. The 
2019 review by the Tribunal was in fact into the 2018 decision of the Chief of Navy.” Is this 
semantics, does this still answer the question of why the Government decided not to award 
the VC? 
 
MARLES: No, it doesn't give us an answer to the ‘why’. I mean that's all kind of legal talk 
and it's important- and to try and put it simply; that what matters here is that the Honours 
and Awards Appeals Tribunal looked at this case from the start. They didn't just review all 
the evidence that's been considered by the Chief of Navy, they actually went to the 
beginning of the story and went through it all for themselves and in the process uncovered 
new evidence, that's the important point to understand. But from there, given they've done 
all that and they've made their decision, we still don't have any reason why the Government 



 

is not accepting their reasoning, their logic, their assessment, their ultimate conclusion 
around the awarding of the VC to Teddy Sheean. And certainly we need to understand 
what the Government's reasoning is.  That yes, it's fine that the Minister has clarified her 
comments but it doesn't shed any light on why the Government is not accepting this 
decision of the independent Tribunal. And I come back to the original point; this is a 
remarkable story. It's very important for the family of Teddy Sheean and I think it's really 
important for the nation. You know we've had a hundred odd- slightly more than 100 VCs in 
our entire history. This is a really rare event and it is an incredible story, of an 18 year old 
who completely disregarded his own safety in order to save his mates, ultimately died in 
the action- must have known that that was the conclusion of the decisions that he was 
making to save his friends. I think was shot at the point in which he was then - went and 
strapped himself to that gun and was able to shoot down some Japanese bombers. It's an 
incredible story. And now that there is an independent verification that that is a set of 
actions on the part of this young man- which is deserving of a Victoria Cross- for the sake 
of the nation actually, I think it's really important that that VC is ultimately awarded. 
  
GILLMAN: Richard Marles, as you say an extraordinary story. I think it's a story that's still 
unfolding but thanks very much for your time this morning. 
  
MARLES: It's a pleasure, Sarah. 
  
ENDS 
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