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Further, situating these concerns
within a wider advocacy record,
highlighting the reputational and
mental health consequences of
unresolved ADF workplace grievances, and the need for durable structural
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Introduction

Recent public commentary has highlighted recurring concerns about how serious allegations
involving Australian Defence are assessed and investigated. In particular, veteran John Armfield
has described an experience in which allegations said to involve breaches of Australian Defence
Force (ADF) policies, the Australian Privacy Principles, and Commonwealth criminal law were met
with an inquiry framed principally around whether relevant actions were “fair and reasonable”
under Defence policy and whether the military justice system had failed. *

This article does not seek to determine the merits of any particular allegation. Rather, it examines
what Armfield’s account suggests about the architecture of Defence oversight and the risks that
arise when an oversight body’s mandate is limited to administrative fairness while serious
allegations may contain criminal, corruption, or systemic dimensions.

The IGADF’s Mandate and the Oversight Paradox

The IGADF was established to provide an independent mechanism for oversight of Defence-
related matters and, in doing so, to strengthen confidence that complaints will be assessed
objectively and transparently. > However, a central design tension arises when an oversight body
is asked to consider whether matters should be referred for criminal investigation, while lacking a
mandate to make the factual or legal assessments that often inform that decision.

In practical terms, this can produce a paradox: an inquiry is formally confined to administrative
compliance and procedural fairness, even when allegations, as articulated by complainants,
include conduct that could be characterised as criminal, corrupt, or otherwise warranting external
investigation. The oversight body may be positioned as a “gateway” for referrals, yet is structurally
limited in how far it can test the underlying conduct. The result is not merely an operational
inconvenience. It can become a systemic feature that repeatedly narrows investigations toward
process questions, even where the substance of the allegation calls for deeper inquiry.

Independence in Form, Not in Effect

Independence is not satisfied by organisational separation alone. In administrative law terms, a
mechanism can be independent in appearance yet limited in effect if it cannot compel the kind of
evidence necessary to test serious allegations, cannot examine the adequacy of the procedures
being applied and is limited to confirming they were followed, and is incentivised, by remit or
practice, to treat substantive concerns as outside scope.®

Where an oversight body is confined to deciding whether Defence “followed its own process,” the
inquiry can conclude with an assurance of compliance while leaving unaddressed whether the
process itself was fit for purpose, or whether it was applied in a way that meaningfully engaged
with the alleged wrongdoing. This limitation also creates a convenient accountability narrative:
Defence can point to the existence of an oversight mechanism as proof of transparency, while the
mechanism’s narrow jurisdiction reduces the prospect of findings that engage with systemic
failure or criminality.
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The Complainant’s Burden and the Reality of Triage

Armfield’s account underscores a further structural issue: complainants are often required to
perform a sophisticated triage function. The system can implicitly demand that a complainant
distinguish administrative from criminal allegations, identify correct legal characterisations,
understand jurisdictional boundaries between Defence processes, police, and integrity bodies,
and formulate allegations with sufficient specificity to trigger the “right” pathway.

This burden is unrealistic for many complainants, particularly where the allegations arise from
complex organisational settings and where the complainant may be experiencing significant stress
or harm. Therefore, a credible oversight architecture must function as a genuine front door for
serious allegations: one that welcomes complaints in accessible form, swiftly distinguishes
between criminal, corruption, administrative, and systemic issues, coordinates referrals and
information-sharing across the appropriate agencies, and ensures matters do not bounce
between bodies until the complainant simply disengages.

If oversight functions chiefly as a gatekeeper that constricts scope, it risks becoming a mechanism
of attrition rather than accountability.

Systemic Consequences: Culture, Trust, and Risk

The costs of constrained oversight extend far beyond any single complaint: when people learn
that serious concerns are reduced to process questions, reporting is quietly deterred, confidence
in Defence governance erodes, and the organisation loses the chance to learn what is truly
broken. Worse, grave conduct can be reframed as mere “administrative deficiency,” displacing risk
rather than confronting it, and making proportionate consequences less likely. These are not
abstract reputational harms. They reach into personnel welfare, retention, and the ethical climate
of Defence, shaping whether people believe that speaking up will lead to accountability or simply
to exhaustion.

Reform Imperatives and the Contemporary Context

Any multi-agency model, whether proposed by commentators, advocates, or official reviews, will
only be effective if the IGADF’s role and powers are redesigned to match the realities of the
matters that come before it. 7

This reform discussion occurs in the shadow of the Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran
Suicide, which documented extensive institutional failures and recommended significant
structural changes to improve accountability and wellbeing outcomes. & It has also been noted in
public reporting that a 20-year review of the IGADF was not released for a period and was later
tabled in the Senate, prompting renewed attention to questions of independence and the
alignment of Defence oversight arrangements with community expectations. °
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The discussion also sits alongside the establishment of the Defence and Veterans’ Service
Commission (DVSC) on 29 September 2025, intended to provide independent, evidence-based
advice to government on suicide prevention and wellbeing outcomes for serving and former ADF
members.

If the DVSC is to meet its remit, it will require clear pathways by which complaints and systemic
issues are properly triaged, investigated, and acted upon across criminal, administrative, and
systemic domains. Otherwise, “independent advice” risks becoming another observational layer
without the levers needed to drive accountability.

Conclusion

The central claim is straightforward: oversight that is structurally confined to administrative
“fairness” assessment, while serious allegations may involve criminal or systemic wrongdoing, can
function less as a safeguard than as a narrowing device. If the IGADF is to serve as a genuine
accountability mechanism, rather than an institutionally convenient proxy for it, reform must
address not only independence in name, but independence in investigative capability, triage
authority, and consequence.

Meaningful oversight does not weaken Defence. 1° It strengthens Defence by ensuring that
allegations are assessed with rigour, that systemic risks are identified, and that accountability
cannot be negotiated away through overly narrow scoping.

Therefore, the question is not whether Australia can afford Defence reform, but whether it can
afford to continue with oversight that too often appears designed to manage risk rather than
uncover truth.
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