Constables Deborah Bradley and Aaron Larsen – Wadeye Police Station, Northern Territory Police

Wadeye, or Port Keats as it is also known, it is one of Australia’s largest remote Indigenous communities, a little over 400km southwest of Darwin. It can be accessed by a dirt road, only in the dry season and often the community is cut off for seven months or more during the wet and is serviced by barge. The community itself has about 2000 permanent residences.

Wadeye has had historically internal tensions between local gangs and families, which have been well documented in local and national media.  

In early 2022, various families had separated themselves into two distinct groups of approximately 200 persons on each side and had begun engaging in dangerous behaviour throughout the community.  A large number of these persons had heavily armed themselves with weapons, which included, axes, home-made battle axes, steel bars, spears, rocks, crossbows, compound bows and arrows among other weapons.

As a result the community was subject to significant unrest, large scale property damage, serious assaults and even the death of one young male. Many residents fled the community to outstations fearing for their safety, and critical service providers experienced a decline in staffing levels due to the unrest.

On Wednesday 17 May 2022 at approximately 5pm Wadeye Police Members Sergeant Jamie Cobern, Constable 1st Class Mathew Grey, and Constables Aaron Larsen and Deborah Bradley were alerted to a large group of approximately 200 heavily armed persons fighting in the community.  Without hesitation the members attended and spent approximately 1.5 hours attempting to disperse the group.

At approximately 6:30pm police became aware that a male had been shot through the leg with an arrow. Due to the serious hostility and risk of harm, medical staff were not able to attend the location to assist. 

Officers Grey and Bradley made their way to the injured male, rescued him and conveyed him to the local health clinic for treatment. Upon arrival at the clinic, Police and the injured male became subject of an attack. Approximately 100 community members began to throw rocks, and homemade spear towards Police. 

Officers Cobern and Larsen, attempted to disperse the crowd with verbal commands before stating that an OC grenade would be used if they failed to disperse.

Time became crucial, as there were serious concerns for the injured male as he needed urgent medical attention.  At the same time, police were fearful for his and the medical staff’s safety, as well as their own.

The large armed and angry crowd began to encircle the local clinic, as the intensity of the attack increased.  Multiple projectiles were being hurtled toward Police, and the injured male. There was no opportunity for the injured male or the police to escape or retreat. The attack was intense and sustained for approximately 20 minutes. OC munitions were deployed, with little effect on the crowd.

Ultimately, police used vehicle as a form of shieled, reversing up to an entry point of the clinic. Officers Bradley and Grey carried the injured male inside, while Larsen and Cobern attempted to disperse the rioters.

Officers were heavily attacked with many projectiles narrowly missing them, including arrows, reinforced sharpened metal bars and other projectiles. Officers handed the injured male to staff for medical treatment and returned to their vehicle.

This large riotous group was not only attacking police but also damaging the critical infrastructure and attempting to break into the medical facility posing a real risk to persons inside.

Constable Larsen continued to push the crowd back from around the medial facility and other critical infrastructure while multiple chemical munitions were deployed.  Eventually the crowd began to retreat and police re gained control.  No further injuries were reported.

All of the members in this instance displayed exceptional bravery in a hostile and violent circumstance. They remained in location and used non-lethal chemical munitions and strong verbal commands.  They displayed amazing teamwork and co-ordination to protect the life of the injured community member, health clinic staff, and themselves, along with critical infrastructure.

All the officers would have been fearing for their lives but remained steadfast in the face of certain injury to protect the lives of others despite being under potentially lethal attack for over 20 minutes. This type of selflessness, courage and commitment is not something that can be taught. 

Th nominators of Constables Larsen and Bradley states, 

“The actions of the two junior members, Constables Larsen and Bradly were exceptional in the circumstances and should be considered an extraordinary act of bravery. The acts of selflessness displayed on this occasion go beyond basic policing.  They displayed exceptional rationality, ability, capability, operational readiness and awareness, and all of the NT Police Core values throughout the incident, despite having limited experience and exposure at the time of the incident.  Their extreme level of commitment is not common in today’s society”.

As a result of the hard-working officers' investigations conducted afterwards, a number of persons were subjected to successful criminal prosecutions in relation to this incident.


