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Veteran and Former Navy Clearance Diver, John Armfield recently penned a powerful piece “When 

investigations start narrow, justice rarely follows” that exposes a fundamental flaw in how 

Australian Defence investigates serious allegations. But there's a deeper problem that deserves 

urgent attention: the Inspector-General of the Australian Defence Force (IGADF), the very 

mechanism created by government to provide fair and transparent inquiry, is broken. 

 

The IGADF was established to be an independent oversight body, a check on Defence's power to 

investigate itself. In theory, it should provide complainants with confidence that their concerns will 

be examined objectively, free from the institutional bias that plagues internal investigations. In 

practice, it has become something else entirely: a bureaucratic shield that protects Defence from 

accountability while creating the illusion of independence. 

 

 

https://medium.com/@eodtech123/opinion-piece-4f8e6d371fba
https://medium.com/@eodtech123/opinion-piece-4f8e6d371fba
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The Structural Problem 

Armfield's experience reveals the core issue. When he raised allegations involving breaches of ADF 

policies, Australian Privacy Principles, the Commonwealth Criminal Code, and the Crimes Act, the 

IGADF response was telling. The inquiry would assess whether actions were "fair and reasonable" 

according to Defence policy and whether the military justice system had failed. But investigators 

were not empowered to conduct criminal investigations or determine criminality, though they 

could decide whether matters should be referred. 

 

This creates an impossible paradox. How can an investigator determine whether something should 

be referred for criminal investigation without having the authority to assess whether criminal 

conduct occurred? It's like asking someone to diagnose a disease they're not qualified to identify. 

 

Independence in Name Only 

True independence requires more than organisational separation. It requires investigative authority 

that matches the scope of potential wrongdoing. The IGADF lacks this. By restricting its mandate to 

administrative compliance and "fairness," it ensures that serious allegations, particularly those 

involving criminal conduct, fall into a gap where no one has clear responsibility to investigate 

thoroughly. 

 

This isn't accidental. It's a design feature that allows Defence to point to the IGADF as proof of 

accountability while maintaining effective control over what gets investigated and how. When the 

IGADF finds that procedures were followed, the matter closes, regardless of whether those 

procedures were adequate, whether they addressed the substance of the complaint, or whether 

criminal conduct occurred. 

 

The Complainant's Impossible Task 

Armfield rightly notes that complainants are typically ordinary people without legal expertise. Yet 

the current system expects them to navigate complex jurisdictional boundaries, frame allegations 

in precise legal terms, and understand which agency has authority over which aspect of their 

complaint. When they inevitably get this wrong, when they report criminal conduct to the IGADF 

or administrative failures to police, their complaints are dismissed or referred elsewhere, often 

repeatedly, until they give up.  

 

A functional oversight system would take responsibility for routing complaints appropriately. The 

IGADF should be the front door for all serious Defence-related allegations, with the authority and 
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obligation to coordinate multi-agency investigations when necessary. Instead, it operates as a 

gatekeeper that narrows rather than expands the scope of inquiry. 

 

The Cost of Broken Oversight 

The consequences extend far beyond individual cases. When Defence personnel see colleagues 

raise legitimate concerns that disappear into the IGADF process without meaningful resolution, it 

sends a clear message: don't bother. When families of deceased service members encounter a 

system designed to exhaust rather than enlighten them, public trust in Defence erodes. 

 

Most insidiously, broken oversight creates conditions for systemic problems to persist unchecked. 

If administrative investigations only examine whether procedures were followed, there's no 

mechanism to identify when the procedures themselves are inadequate. If criminal conduct is 

routinely recharacterised as administrative failure, accountability never arrives. 

 

The Path Forward 

As a longstanding human rights and veterans advocate, I agree with Armfield’s proposed multi-

agency model, but I also believe it will only work if the IGADF’s role and powers are fundamentally 

reformed. This position is consistent with the advocacy and submissions I have made over decades 

on ADF workplace grievances, institutional accountability, and the mental health consequences of 

unresolved complaints. Cultural change is needed to ensure that criminal, corruption, and 

administrative aspects are all examined, independently. It would require genuine external 

oversight. Most importantly, it would require political will to acknowledge that the current system 

fails the very people it claims to serve. 

 

The Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide has documented extensive institutional 

failures. Its recommendations call for fundamental reform of the IGADF, transforming it from a 

mechanism that protects Defence into one that protects Defence personnel and holds the 

institution accountable. 

 

This is also the context for the new Defence and Veterans’ Service Commission (DVSC), established 

on 29 September 2025 to improve suicide prevention and wellbeing outcomes for serving and ex-

serving Australian Defence Force (ADF) members, providing independent, evidence-based advice 

to the Australian Government. If the DVSC is to meet its remit, it must be willing to name and pursue 

the same kinds of systemic blind spots that the IGADF process can obscure: the systemic factors in 

the Government’s administration of policies, programs, systems and practices that contribute to 
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suicide and suicidality, and the overall state of the Defence and veteran ecosystem as it relates to 

prevention. Without clear pathways for complaints to be properly triaged, investigated, and acted 

on across criminal, administrative, and systemic domains, “independent advice” risks becoming 

another layer of process that observes problems without the power to drive accountability and 

reform. 

 

This isn't about weakening Defence. It's about strengthening it by ensuring that serious allegations 

are investigated with the rigour and independence they deserve. Every other major institution in 

Australia is subject to external oversight (police, corporations, government agencies). Defence and 

IGADF should be no exception. 

 

Royal Australian Air Force Leading Aircraftman, Andrew Armfield, deserved better. So do the 

thousands of current and former Defence personnel who have been pushed through processes 

designed to manage risk, not uncover truth. Until Defence oversight is rebuilt with real 

independence, clear investigative powers, and consequences that cannot be negotiated away, 

these bodies will keep marking their own homework, and justice will remain out of reach. 

 

The question isn't whether we can afford such reform. It's whether we can afford to continue 

without it. We can’t! 
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