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A decade of silence on the unseen
human cost of the war in Afghanis-
tan has been broken today after the
Federal Government revealed — in
detail for the first time — the full 
litany of wounds and injuries suf-
fered by our Diggers. 

The extensive list, obtained
exclusively by The Weekend West
from the Department of Veterans’
Affairs, provides a graphic break-

down of the wounds and injuries
that 920 Australian troops have
received compensation for. 

The new figures show that of the
3400 Afghanistan-related claims
received by Veterans’ Affairs over
the past decade, compensation was
paid on 287 for mental trauma,
including post traumatic stress and
depression.

A further 186 accepted claims
were for injuries including ampu-
tation, gunshot wounds and stab
wounds, abrasions, cuts and burns.
Successful claims for fractures,
commonly caused by the Taliban’s
home-made bombs, numbered 164.

Varying degrees of hearing loss

accounted for 335 accepted claims,
with alcohol or drug dependence as
a result of service in Afghanistan
totalling 31.

WA Greens Senator Scott Lu-
dlam said yesterday the new fig-
ures should be factored in along-
side the 28 deaths and official tally
of 182 wounded, when weighing up
the cost of the war. 

“The (182 wounded) figure from
Defence is what people assumed to
be the total toll,” he said. “These fig-
ures reveal the reality is almost five
times worse. Whether fighting the
war is a bad idea or not, we deserve
to know what the cost is.” 

The unprecedented insight came

as Veterans’ Affairs Minister
Warren Snowdon revealed yest-
erday that from October, his depart-
ment would staff permanent advi-
sory service centres on 25 Defence
bases around Australia to help
wounded and injured Diggers
make the difficult transition back
to civilian life. 

Former SAS corporal and
Afghanistan veteran Peter Larter,
who also works as a pension officer
for the SAS Association, said the
figures illustrated why it was im-
perative that the Government im-
prove the way it cares for injured
Diggers. 

He said the figures showed “the

need was there,” for the Govern-
ment to establish an independent
body that would be accountable for
guiding soldiers from Defence to
the Veterans’ Affairs system. 

Mr Snowdon said the compen-
sation figures relating to Afghanis-
tan had never been released before
because they were sensitive for
some individuals, and that there
“had been no demand to”, until
now.

He said the “far from perfect”
medical records system used by
Defence, which does not centrally
collect medical data for analysis on
injuries internally or from Veter-
ans’ Affairs, was being overhauled. 

Real cost of war in Afghanistan
INJURED DIGGERS REVEALED
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Another five soldiers who served
with the Special Air Service
Regiment have broken the elite
force’s code of silence to expose
flaws in the Veterans’ Affairs De-
partment’s system that they say is
putting Diggers at risk. 

Concerned for the new genera-
tion of battered and broken soldiers
returning from Afghanistan, the
usually taciturn troopers revealed
a litany of issues they say they en-
dured. Five had received compen-
sation for physical injuries and
four had been diagnosed with post
traumatic stress disorder.

Larry, 53, who spent 20 years in
the SAS and was discharged in
2006, said he had received “poor
advice” that saw him pensioned on
a third of what he was entitled to. “I
went from a six figure income to
$26,000 a year,” he said.

Gavin, 46, a 21-year veteran who
was discharged in 2007, said Veter-
ans’ Affairs had cut his annual pen-
sion by $30,000 a year, after poor
communication with Defence. 

Mark, 41, said Defence had
briefly transferred him out of the
SAS when he was diagnosed with
post traumatic stress. 

When he discharged shortly
after, Veterans’ Affairs put him on
the lower pension rate in line with
his new unit, despite the fact he was
injured mentally and physically
during 16 years of service in the
elite unit. 

Former SAS Sgt John, 40, said
adjusting to civilian life was
difficult after “running through
houses and shooting people”.

Without the help of the Special
Air Service Association, and volun-
teer pension officer Peter Larter,
none of the men believe they would
have been able to cope with the

bureaucracy of Veterans’ Affairs.
Mr Larter, a former SAS soldier

and Afghanistan veteran, said
problems in the transition between
Defence and Veterans’ Affairs
urgently needed to be addressed. 

He said he and other advocates
had called on the Government to set
up an independent body, fully
funded by the Government, to offer
expert advice. 

A spokeswoman for Veterans’
Affairs said the department would
investigate the claims if the
veterans provided details. 

New initiatives had been intro-
duced to streamline the shift from
Defence to the Veterans’ system,
including a commitment to create
advisory centres on 25 Defence
bases around the nation by
October. 

More hurt
Diggers
break code
of silence

Fighting for rights: Former soldier
Peter Larter. Picture: Lee Griffith

ONLINE 
See the full injuries list 
at thewest.com.au

TOP COMPENSATION PAYOUTS
Manual or unspecifi ed 215

Acute sprains and acute 
strains 192

Physical injury due to 
munitions discharge or 
cut or stab or abrasion or 
laceration 179

Tinnitus 173

Fracture 164

Post traumatic stress 
disorder 159

Sensorineural hearing loss 
(damage to cochlea or 
hearing nerve) 151

Lumbar spondylosis 
(degenerative condition 
of the spine) 111

Depressive disorder 71

Osteoarthrosis 
(degenerative joint 
disease) 68

SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF 
VETERANS’ AFFAIRS
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It is an image so confronting
that The Weekend West decid-
ed not to publish it.

The photograph we can’t
show you depicts a red, gap-
ing hole in an Australian sol-
dier’s leg, the bloody gash
surrounded by exposed mus-
cle stripped of flesh. 

Taken last year, the photo-
graph shows a wound in the
aftermath of an “incident”.

The soldier’s leg was ske-
wered by the barrel and scope
of his rifle during a 250km/h
helicopter crash in Afghan-

istan. The image we have
decided to publish shows the
scars he will bear for the rest
of his life, a crater in his leg. 

This shocking photo, circu-
lating in the tight-knit Aus-
tralian Special Forces com-
munity, was leaked anony-
mously to draw attention to
the confronting reality of
Diggers wounded and in-
jured in the decade-long war.

A former Special Air Ser-
vice Regiment trooper close
to the soldier in this photo-
graph said there were severe
cases of both wounded and
injured soldiers and both

required an equal level of
care and respect. 

An SAS veteran who can-
not be named, Sgt J, said
the departments of veterans’
affairs and defence were good
organisations that took care
of their own.

It was, however, the
transition between the de-
partments that needed
improvement. 

He said although injuries
were not officially reported,
the efforts of injured soldiers
should be counted when
weighing Australia’s contri-
bution to the war. 

Shocking image shines light on reality of conflict
■ Joseph Catanzaro

Scarred for life: the SAS soldier’s leg.
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