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B y  T o m  T o G h e r

“how can I be saved?” the lawyer sighed.
“By helping those in need,” Jesus replied. *
“When” said the just “did we do it to Thee?”
“When you did it to them, you did it to me”. **
Such words inspired St Vincent de Paul,
Apostle of charity, model for all.

Two hundred years on, a new  
 movement began,
Led by a zealous, young Frederic ozanam.
Touched by the poor in the Paris they knew,
In faith and love sought what they could do,
Formed a society to answer that call,
Under the name of St Vincent de Paul.

Led by the Spirit and abundantly blest,
The Society spread to east and to West.
In Scotland emerged a man of great zeal,
A leader of men: Charles gordon o’Neill.
Who left his dear homeland and crossed  
 qo’er the seas
And brought ozanam’s vision to  
 the Antipodes.

o’Neill, who resided at Petty’s hotel,
Formed a Conference at St Patrick’s  
 Church hill.
The harvest was great but the labourers few
Yet, nevertheless, the Society grew.
And Conferences formed numbered  
 twenty-seven,
ere he left this earth to reside in heaven.

The story now turns to another place,
Quite close to home but not easy to trace.
here, once the land of the gwiyagal tribe,
Between two rivers and the Bay beside,
Amid farms and gardens and the  
 horse-drawn dray,
The far-flung Parish of Kogarah lay.

here, in this place, a century ago,
A group, whose names we do not know,
Was touched by the plight of those in need
And the Spirit of god implanted a seed.
Then, one by one, they answered the call 
And formed a branch of St Vincent de Paul.

They met and prayed as The rule decreed,
had a secret collection for those in need,
Spiritual reading and group reflection
In humble pursuit of saintly perfection.
When views were strong or opinion divided,
The President ruled, by consensus guided.

They were sent in pairs to visit the poor,
With anxious hearts, they knocked on  
 each door.

St Vincent de Paul Society Kogarah 
A Century of Service (1911-2011)

They listened with pity to each tale of woe,
gave what little they could. They rarely  
 said “No!”
They did their best where’er they trod,
And they left the rest in the hands of god.

Kogarah was part of a growing nation,
Just ten years on since Federation.
The farms and gardens would slowly  
 make way
For the sorts things we know today.
Conferences too would fraternal links forge
That still connect our region of St george.

more could be done with many than  
 with few.
This made Special Works feasible to do.
The region opened three welfare stores,
That help in meeting the needs of the poor,
homes for the aged, a refuge for  
 the oppressed,
To shelter the needy and the distressed.

much has changed during those one  
 hundred years,
A journey of progress, laughter and tears.
But the Vincentian vocation is the same
As when the Society got its name:
“The giving of self in the service of others,
Treating the poor as our sisters  
 and brothers”.

our pioneers left no honour roll or  
 record of acclaim.
There is no simple catalogue that lists them  
 all by name.
Their names are long forgotten but  
 their legacy lives on.
They established here a Conference to  
 which too few belong.
And the challenge now before us as we  
 celebrate this day:
To be worthy of this heritage. For this  
 we humbly pray. ◆

* cf Lk 10:25-37 **cf mt 25:37-40
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Keep going

B y  A n T h o n y  T h o r n T o n

We say it to each other all the time: 
“Keep going. Just keep going.” We say 
it to each other as Vincentians when 
we’re tired or sick or just plain sick 
and tired! We say it to each other as 
a word of encouragement when we 
feel that there are fewer of us and 
yet we need to do more; when we 
feel like we’re being stretched beyond 
our capacity or when we feel that we 
just can’t get things right and we’re 
copping criticism from all sides.
We’re not glum about it. We often say it to 
each other with a laugh. It’s good to be able to 
laugh at ourselves. Sometimes it’s even good 
to laugh at each other!

I think it was Leon Bloy, the French writer, 
who said that “joy is the most infallible sign of 
the presence of god.” I’m not going to argue 
with that. I find it very comforting.

So we keep going. We persist because we are 
impelled by the gospel, particularly passages 
such as matthew 25:35-40, which begins with 
the words ‘I was hungry and you gave me 
food ...’ .

But here’s the rub. Is it good enough to keep 
going the same way we’ve always been going?

We could say yes, of course it’s good enough 
because our mission doesn’t change. This is 
true. our mission to stand on the side of the 
people doing it tough doesn’t change. It is why 
the St Vincent de Paul Society exists. one 
could even say that if this goes by the wayside 
we’ve really lost the plot.

That’s what I’d call a non-negotiable!

But if we are to really stay true to this mission 
then mustn’t we look at how we seek to 
fulfil it? mustn’t we say to ourselves that to 
be faithful to our mission we are obliged to 
evaluate how we carry it out? Isn’t it true, in 
fact, that we risk letting people down if we are 
unwilling to change our ways? 

This is what I would like to challenge you to 
reflect on. What aspects of the St Vincent de 

Paul Society in Australia are actually holding 
us back from being there for Christ’s Poor? 
Is there anything that we cling to that has 
outlived its usefulness? Are we guilty of the 
very human frailty of staying with what is 
comfortable instead of changing to what  
is right?

It’s very tempting, of course, to tell ourselves 
that a certain structure or practice is sacred 
because we’ve been doing it that way since 
forever. on closer examination we might find 
that this is not the case and that we have been 
lazy in our assessment.

If we are brave enough to look a little more 
closely we might even find that the answers 
to why we are tired and why we have fewer 
people to do even more work lie precisely in 
our inability to question our current practices. 
Let me give you a few examples to get the ball 
rolling. I would be interested in your views.

how can we imagine new models for 
Conference participation so as to attract and 
sustain new members who are young?

Are there different ways we should be 
thinking of visitation? Can the experience of 
home visitation as it now stands sometimes 
be embarrassing (even humiliating) for the 
people we visit? Are there alternatives?

Does our current federated structure really 
maximise the use of our resources in serving 
the poor? 

What are we doing to actually end 
homelessness? I know that we do great work 
in providing shelter and support for people 
experiencing homelessness and I know that 
many people in this situation have complex 
needs, but are we doing all that we can to 
ensure that they are really and truly no longer 
homeless? In other words, it’s one thing to 
manage homelessness but another thing to 
end it!

In the end we are challenged to read the “signs 
of the times”, as Vatican II taught us, while 
listening carefully for the Spirit of god, like 
elijah, in the “still, small voice” of the people 
who are pushed to the edges of society. ◆

Anthony Thornton is the President of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society National Council of Australia.
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representatives from the St Vincent de 
Paul Society in Australia and Botswana 
met up in Canberra recently. Clockwise 
from front left, National Council 
Treasurer David Bresnik, Chief executive 
Dr John Falzon, Noel Kulemeka, President 
Anthony Thornton, Bec Bromhead, 
Aileen Thornton, Jacqui Agius, Anne and 
Iwire Kulemeka. ◆

Hospitable welcome 
for overseas visitors

profile / news in brief

how has the work that you do for the 
Society changed since you first became 
involved? 
my first involvement was as a kid, with my 
parish Young Vinnies group – volunteering 
in the local Centre and visiting sick and 
elderly people in their homes and nursing 
homes on Saturday mornings. Then, like 
many of the younger members of the 
Society, I started volunteering with kids’ 
camps. over time, especially as full time 
work prevented me attending camps and 
activity days, I’ve become involved in the 
Society’s work in a broader way; helping 
to establish programs and encouraging 
others to get involved, and spending time on 
national projects such as the World Youth 
Day events in Sydney.

Where has being 
a Vincentian led 
you spiritually and 
geographically? 
geographically, 
it has led me into 
witnessing life 
on the streets 
and in suburbs 
and homes vastly 

different to my own. It has also led me to 
some amazing parts of Australia, especially 
on kids’ camps and during the World 
Youth Day Journey of the Cross and 
Icon. Spiritually, it has led me to a greater 
understanding of Australian society and of 
people, and has helped me to understand 
and appreciate my own values, my own 
responsibilities as a human being and 
my own ability to contribute something 
positive to the community in which I live.
What role does faith play in your life? 
It plays a central role and certainly being 
a Vincentian and doing good works is an 
expression or manifestation of my faith;  

Name: Claire Victory
Position in the Society:  
Vice President on National Council
Day job: Solicitor
Hometown: Adelaide

in turn, being a Vincentian strengthens  
my faith.
how do you spend your spare time? 
I don’t really believe in ‘spare’ time, because 
it’s all important! But when I am not 
working or undertaking Vincentian work,  
I like spending time with my family, friends 
and boyfriend; visiting South Australia’s 
many beautiful wine regions; reading; and 
getting involved in Law Society events.
Where would you like to see the Society 
in 25 years?
I would like to see the Society full of 
members from all generations/age groups, 
and I would like to see all those members 
willing and able to contribute to the life 
and good works of the Society in a way 
that is appropriate and meaningful to 
them and to those they assist. I would 
like the structures within the Society to 
help uphold and promote the spirit of 
the Society, rather than impeding the 
Society’s progress or discouraging current 
or potential Vincentians from following 
Frederic’s example. ◆

Vice President shares her vision for the Society

AT A reCeNT meeTINg oF The 
National Council, President, Anthony 
Thornton, announced that the Society  
had launched an exciting new Social 
Justice Blog. 

“Designed and built by the Society’s 
National Web manager, Vincent Nguyen 
Cuu, the Blog is an excellent means of 
communicating the Society’s commitment 
to being a voice for social justice and 
social change,” mr Thornton said. 

“Society members and all who share in our 
vision for a more just and compassionate 
society can read articles, speeches and 
media releases on a wide range of issues. 
You can also sign up for a regular email 
update on the latest advocacy news from 
the National Council.”

For more information go to 
http://blog.vinnies.org.au 

The National Council office would 
also like to remind readers that 
electronic versions of current and 
archived editions of The record are 
also available on the Social Justice  
Blog and on the Society’s website  
http://www.vinnies.org.au. ◆

New Social 
Justice Blog
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On Friday 10 February, the St 
Vincent de Paul Society in Western 
Australia celebrated the opening 
of a new Passages Resource Centre 
in Mandurah, a joint venture with 
Rotary International, which will 
service homeless and street present 
young people in the Peel Region, 
south of Perth.

PASSAgeS PeeL WILL FoLLoW A 
similar service model to Passages 
resource Centre in Northbridge, 
which has been successfully operating 
since 1999. Since opening, Passages 
Northbridge has had its services used 
more than 100,000 times by homeless 
and street present 12 to 25 year olds in 
the inner city area of Perth. Passages 
aims to provide a safe, positive and 
friendly service offering information, 
referrals and support to marginalised 
young people.

Following the identification of the 
need for a similar service in the Peel 
region, the St Vincent de Paul Society 
in partnership with the rotary Clubs of 
Perth and mandurah began looking at 
expanding the Passages resource Centre 
model and opening a second facility 
in mandurah. Thanks to the generous 
support of the major benefactor Jack 
Bendat, Lotterywest, and funds raised 
through the Vinnies Ceo Sleepout, 
Passages Peel has now been officially 
opened and has begun assisting young 
people in the Peel region.

Supporters and special guests enjoyed 
an afternoon of high Tea to celebrate 
the opening of Passages Peel. Speakers 
on the day included St Vincent de Paul 
Society State President Clément Astruc 
and Chairman of the Passages Board 
David reed. Passages Peel was officially 
opened by City of mandurah mayor 
Paddi Creevey and blessed by the most 
reverend Bishop gerard holohan, 
Catholic Diocese of Bunbury. Jack 
Bendat unveiled the commemorative 
plaques that will be mounted by the 

front door to Passages and said a few 
words about why he has chosen to give 
ongoing support to the service.

As young people who are homeless and 
at risk of homelessness in the Peel region 
have their own unique needs, the service 
model for Passages Peel will tailor their 
services to the needs of the young people 
who present at the centre. however 
based on research and consultation 
with stakeholders, services will focus on 
three main service direction areas being 

access to appropriate housing, making 
support available when needed, and creating 
pathways to prevention.

Similar to the Northbridge facility, young 
people presenting at Passages Peel are able 
to access the internet, use showers and 
laundry facilities, have access to healthy food 
and cooking lessons, access and referrals 
to medical professions and specialist 
mental health services, as well as access to 
information and assistance with income 
support, education and job seeking. ◆

Top: City of mandurah mayor, Paddi Creevey and West Australian State President, Clément Astruc are seen here 
with the major benefactors of the Passages resource Centres, Jack and eleanor Bendat, and Chairman of the 
Passages Board, David reed. Bottom: West Australian State President Clément Astruc with the most reverend 
Bishop gerard holohan at the opening of the Passages Peel Centre. 
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injustice | P r o F.  D o N  P A L m e r

A crack in everything

B y  P r o f.  D o n  PA l m e r

George Tjapaltjarri sits in the sandy 
Todd River bed. A young white 
woman listens as he teachers her the 
words of his people. He is patient 
and pleased that someone, anyone, 
is interested. She echoes the complex 
sounds. He surrounds each word with 
a story. In passing he mentions that 
he spent some interesting times in 
America completing a Master of Arts 
at Stanford University. But he would 
rather be here even with little but the 
rags he wears and the stories. Always 
the stories. They laugh and then more 
words are offered and received. 

The SUN PAINTS The gUmS WITh 
soft luminous yellow outlines. The birds talk 
to each other. he seems very old. he isn’t. 
But he is the oldest of his people. 61.  
Senior man.

Then the police strut on their horses down 
the river side path. move on. We don’t 
want the tourists to see you. You are an 
embarrassment. They poke at the people 
with baseless accusations. You’ve been 
drinking. They haven’t. They know better 
than to say so. Contradiction means trouble. 
Put your head down and shut up. The police 
entertain each other with how they can use 
their provocations to tie up the river people 
with language until they trip up. Then they 
can pounce. The woman on her high horse 
uses her power to flirt with her colleague.

A small white truck pulls up to ladle out 
whitefella charity in disposable bowls. Few 
words are exchanged. Some white hearts 
want things to be better. Why is being soft so 
hard? They drive off, job done, unconnected.

Almost every night the story is the same.  
Is this endtime? Dreamtime?

george wants to share his stories. his father’s 
stories. They have been told since before 
Adam was a boy. The children aren’t much 
interested. Besides, the children are sick. 

Deep coughing. gluey noses and ears.  
They probably couldn’t hear if they wanted 
to. In another part of the country they put 
loud speakers in the classrooms so the 
children can learn whitefella ways. Then they 
can fill out forms for jobs that they will never 
get. The minister said it was best this way.

martha Nampitjinpa sits in her industrial 
strength electric wheelchair. Diabetes 
has swallowed her feet. Frozen kangaroo 
tails from the butcher are the closest she 
gets to the traditional food that kept her 
grandmother athletically healthy.  
She manages to smile when she is lugged 
into the river bed where the low rise 
buildings of Alice Springs can’t be seen. Just 
glimpses through the great gum trees of the 
resort and the Casino. It just might be her 
Country if she looks in the right direction, 
and she dwells in the thought of it.

how to cope with existential despair? Fight, 
flight or freeze? The fight was lost a long 
time ago. There is nowhere to run to. Freeze.

So george sits in the sandy river bed. 
The young white woman still listens as 
he teachers her the words of his people. 
he is patient and pleased that someone is 
interested. he is generous to those who 
take time and the trouble. 

Sitting together across the generations and 
the cultures. Patience. humility. Not things 
highly valued in the whitefella world, but 
the rapacious trajectory of consumption 
whose end has loomed into sight and these 
things might just be needed. 

The sun sinks further and paints the gums 
with even softer, more gently luminous 
yellow outlines. To comprehend, not 
demonise or romanticise, that any broken 
piece of humanity is a broken piece of us 
all might capture some of this light. ◆

Professor Don Palmer is CEO of The Malpa Project, 
which collaborates with Indigenous community 
members to provide health promotion programs and 
services to address the significant unmet needs of many 
Indigenous communities, particularly rural and remote 
ones. Find out more at www.malpa.org.au
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education | P r o f.  J u D e  B u T C h e r  C f C  A m

Invitation to an Easter journey

B y  P r o f.  
J u D e  B u T C h e r  C f C  A m 

The Church, during Lent, invites us all 
on the Easter journey to reaffirm and 
reclaim our own personal dignity and 
the dignity of all people as children of 
God. The invitation to participate in 
this journey is always there.

LeT US CoNSIDer WhAT CAN We 
learn from people who have undertaken 
this journey as an important means of not 
only reaffirming but also reclaiming their 
dignity as people? There are many people 
who face the complex challenges of life 
on an ongoing basis and they can be our 
guides and indeed our teachers. many 
who have and continue to experience 
multiple disadvantage within the riches 
of Australia have studied within the 
Clemente Australia program. They show 
us the risks, benefits and hopes inherent in 
such easter journeys.

When a former student shared their 
journey with us recently they said 
Clemente had helped them reclaim their 
dignity and start life anew. In contrast this 
student found that their journey in the 
Clemente Australia program provided a 
supportive structure, goals and pathway for 
their life, valued relationships with people, 
a new sense of self-esteem, determination 
and commitment, and, over time, new 
opportunities for volunteering and 
employment. The student had journeyed 
from being at rock bottom to their family 
being proud of them and the study and 
work they were involved in.

This student showed us how they had 
turned their life around and in so doing 
invited us and all Australians to do the 
same. The student said that it was not easy 
for them to stand up, and tell us where 
they had come from. We need to have 
this student’s courage as we face the same 
challenge during Lent. We, as Australians, 
are often confronted in the media and the 
everyday discourse of ‘leaders’ with the 
market as a key driver, profitability a key 

touchstone and transactions a pervasive 
form of interaction.

Clemente Australia began in Sydney in 
2003 through a partnership of St Vincent 
de Paul Society and Australian Catholic 
University and the support of the Sisters 
of Charity and Sydney City Council. 
each year approximately 160 students 
enrol in Clemente Australia across eight 
community sites. There have been more 
than 90 graduates of the program and 
approximately 25 are continuing into formal 
undergraduate study. Students applying for 
Clemente Australia are selected, on the basis 
of interviews, in terms of adequate levels 
of intellectual and personal functioning, 
as well as commitment to tertiary-level 
education. They are mostly single, separated 
or divorced, many with children or 
dependants. more than half have lived in 
crisis or emergency accommodation or on 
the streets and most have long-standing 
physical or mental health conditions, illness, 
or disability. most have attended primary 
or secondary school and recipients of some 
form of government pension. The only age 
limit on students entering the program is 
that they need to be 18 years of age  
or older. The students have sufficient time 
and social support, through Clemente 
Australia, for their new ways of thinking and 
acting to become integral elements of their 
new journeys.

The more than 450 students who have 
participated to-date in Clemente Australia 

share in their own ways in  
the easter journey to a new 
expression of personal and shared 
human dignity.

We all need to value the benefits 
for students, for organisations 
and all others involved who 
are able to journey together in 
Clemente Australia. At times, 
we need to consider and address 
the detrimental impacts upon 
people’s human dignity of the 
focus and dominance as well as the 
collusion of markets, profitability 
and business transactions. Such 

reflection and action can support and increase 
a willingness to participate collectively in the 
easter journey. 

The stories of the student outlined earlier 
and other Clemente Australia students and 
graduates challenge us to:

•	 build upon shared values of dignity, trust, 
and reciprocity;

•	 foster personal and social attitudes which 
nurture rather than blame;

•	 prize collaboration (labouring together) 
for promoting human dignity, personal 
decision making, community wellbeing 
and the common good;

•	 adopt structures and processes which 
facilitate and celebrate the easter journeys 
of the Clemente students and the wider 
communities; and

•	 value hopefulness as being integral to the 
easter journey of people and communities. 

Clemente Australia provides a means by 
which we can collectively facilitate and 
celebrate the easter journey in which valuing 
human dignity and labouring together 
(collaboration) for the common good become 
integral to our thinking and acting as a 
nation. Clemente Australia provides a special 
opportunity for participating in this easter 
journey as we ask ourselves where and how in 
our own journeys we can reaffirm and reclaim 
human dignity. ◆

Professor Jude Butcher cfc Am is Director of the 
Institute for Advancing Community engagement at the 
Australian Catholic University.

The Clemente Australia students graduated in 2011 and are photographed 
here with special guest, former defence chief Peter Cosgrove.
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assisting students | B e C  B r o m h e A D

Vincentian sees how African 
students can flourish
B y  B e C  B r o m h e A D 

Last year I was privileged to spend 
12 months with the St Vincent de 
Paul Society’s National Councils 
in South Africa, Botswana and 
Zambia working to support 
marginalised and impoverished 
children to access education. These 
Southern African Vincentians 
had heard of the Assist a Student 
program and were keen to trial 
something similar in their part  
of the world. At the initiation of  
our National Council and with 
financial support from the NSW 
State Council I set off for an 
incredible journey into the hearts 
and homes of some of our African 
brothers and sisters.

IT TAKeS A VILLAge To rAISe A 
child. This is an old African proverb I 
heard many times during my time in 
Southern Africa with the St Vincent de 
Paul Society in 2011. The quote expresses 
something of the collaborative nature of 
many African cultures but it also sums up 
perfectly the objectives and mission of the 
Society’s Assist a Student program.

research has consistently shown that 
across all cultures and environments, 
positive education achievements lead 
to better outcomes in health, wellbeing, 
family relationships and employment. 
Access to quality education is the way 
for individuals and communities to 
experience a better quality of life and a 
brighter future.

Started over a decade ago, Assist a 
Student aims to remove some of the 
barriers to education for children who are 
marginalised or living in poverty. It began 
as an initiative of the National Council of 
Australia and her twins in Asia and the 
Pacific, providing school supplies and 
materials to up to 7,000 students a year in 
this region. 

Thanks to the support of the National 
Council of Australia and in particular 
the NSW State Council, three Southern 
African countries have now established 
pilot Assist a Student programs. Following 
a consultation process in each country, 
Assist a Student has now been adapted to 
suit local conditions and contexts in South 
Africa, Botswana and Zambia and training 
has been provided and the first steps taken 
for a similar initiative in Nigeria.

ZAmBIA

In Zambia crèches and private pre-schools 
are very common. They provide not only 
the foundations for learning but also 
relatively economical care for children 
while parents are working or securing 
food for the family. For the very poorest 
of the poor however, these services are 
far out of reach. This can mean that small 

children are left in the care of slightly 
older siblings or in some cases to their 
own devices while parents fight the daily 
struggle to put food on the table.

The disadvantages go further than lack of 
adequate care, when these children start 
school they are already far behind their 
peers in grasping the basic foundations  
of learning. They don’t know their ABCs 
or 123s, feel uncomfortable in the new 
formal environment of the classroom and 
struggle with simple skills that the others 
take for granted such as holding scissors or 
using a crayon. Unfortunately the reality 
is that for many of these children the 
knowledge and learning gap only widens 
as the years progress.

The St Vincent de Paul Society in Zambia 
decided that they wanted to focus 
their Assist a Student pilot program on 

1 2

3 4

1. St Vincent de Paul Society Conference President, mma Britz with a class at the Serowe crèche in Botswana.
2. Vincentian Bec Bromhead delivers boxes of books for the Assist a Student program teachers in mongu, a remote 
region in Zambia. 3. All the students from the Assist a Student program in mongu posed for this photo with Bec 
Bromhead (front row, far left), teachers and the Zambian National President Br Christopher Chanda (second row, 
far right) as well as parish priest Fr Dominic (first row, far right). 4. Assist a Student program students in mongu, 
Zambia were overwhelmed by the shiny new books.

8



s t v i n c e n t de pau l s o c i e t y au s t r a l i a

supporting destitute children in the remote 
region of mongu. Two local Vincentians 
who have teaching and early childhood 
qualifications take 30 selected children 
for three hours a day to play games, sing 
songs, and learn to read and count and 
draw. They gather in the local parish hall 
and while initially had only planned to 
meet twice a week, had to expand to daily 
sessions when the children kept returning 
each day with pride at attending their 
‘big school’. A proposal has been sent to 
Zambia’s twin in Ireland to expand the 
pilot to a permanent program, providing 
allowances for the teachers and more 
resources for the children. The parish is 
extremely supportive and is looking at 
ways to raise funds for three permanent 
classrooms which could be used during 
the day by the crèche/pre-school and in 
the evenings for parish groups.

5. Bec Bromhead presents an Assist a Student place to a young South African student seen here with the local 
Conference President, Central Council President and Alicia Webster, who was visiting on holiday at the time and 
is a member of the NSW State Council as well as a member of the National Youth Team. 6. This is the home of a 
student of the Assist a Student program in Dieplsoot, South Africa. A family of six share the small shack. 7. Parcels 
ready for delivery in the informal settlement of Diepsloot, north of Johannesburg. There is one AAS pilot group in 
this township.

SouTh AfrICA

The National Council of South Africa 
also chose to focus on quality provision 
of learning support instead of physical 
school supplies. In a country where a 
pass is 30 per cent far too many students 
continue up to the next grade at school 
without understanding even half of what 
they have studied. Limited resources and 
overcrowded classrooms mean that often 
teachers themselves do not have a teaching 
degree and may not have even finished 
school. It is in this setting that the St 
Vincent de Paul Society has started their 
Assist a Student pilot program in Cape 
Town and Johannesburg.

The Society has partnered with a 
professional tuition provider to ensure the 
highest quality support for the students 
involved. once selected, students meet 

once a week in groups of three for 
english and maths tuition. They gather 
at a local Church hall or school and their 
referring St Vincent de Paul Society 
Conference follows up on transport, 
nutrition or other family challenges, 
providing holistic support for the 
student and their family while they are 
part of the program. It is hoped that 
these young peoples grades will improve 
but also that their confidence and self 
esteem will be boosted, providing them 
with a greater chance of success in both 
school and life beyond the classroom.

The current pilot groups are funded 
by local St Vincent de Paul Society 
Conferences however the reality is that 
many Conferences across the country 
do not have the resources to fund this 
type of project and struggle just to 
continue their current commitments to 
the disadvantaged in their communities. 
The Society in South Africa is awaiting 
a response from their twin in Scotland 
regarding a proposal to fund more Assist 
a Student tuition groups in 2012. 

BoTSWAnA

Botswana, a small country with six  
St Vincent de Paul Society Conferences, 
already runs a crèche for disadvantaged 
families in the rural town of Serowe. 
Thanks to this Assist a Student initiative 
the Conference who run this crèche 
have won a grant that will enable them 
to employ two additional qualified staff 
members.

The National Council of Botswana has 
also sent a proposal to their twin in 
Ireland to establish a tuition support 
fund, providing private tuition to 
students who are struggling and need 
additional learning support. ◆

Bec Bromhead has been a member of the St 
Vincent de Paul Society since 1997 and vice 
president of the NSW/ACT state council in 
2005/06. She coordinated World Youth Day events 
on behalf of the National Council from 2006 to 
2008 and was NSW State Youth and Young Adult 
Coordinator Youth Coordinator from 2009 to 
2010. Bec now works for UN Women Australia as 
the national community engagement manager.
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social justice | F r A N K  B r e N N A N  S J

On Friday, November 18, 2011 the 
St Vincent de Paul Society National 
Council of Australia hosted the 4th 
Annual Gerald Ward Lecture on 
Social Justice at the National Library 
of Australia. More than 100 people 
attended the function where they 
heard human rights advocate and 
lawyer Father Frank Brennan SJ 
AO deliver a lecture on the topic 
‘How do we design a dignified 
welfare safety net without becoming 
a Nanny State - lessons from 
Catholic Social Teaching’. Australian 
National University Professor Jon 
Altman provided the response, 
which can also be found in this issue 
of The record. 

B y  f r A n k  B r e n n A n  S J

gerALD WArD WAS AN eNgLISh 
Catholic priest who arrived in Australia 
aged 44 after being recruited to work in 
the melbourne mission by the pioneer 
priest Fr Patrick geoghegan in 1850. 
Fr Ward knew of the workings of the St 
Vincent de Paul Society and initiated 
its establishment in Australia after 
witnessing the plight of the poor and 
homeless following the discovery of gold 
in Victoria. he knew that welfare was not 
the final answer for the plight of these 
dislocated ones. had he been alive today, 
he undoubtedly would have applauded 
government initiatives for inclusion of 
the poor and unemployed in the labour 
market, but he would have espoused 
more than full employment for the sake 
of productivity. his starting point would 
have been the inherent human dignity 
of the person who happened to be poor, 
unemployed or excluded. And the key to 
that upholding of human dignity was the 
establishment of a relationship. 

Fr Ward became the first president of the  
St Vincent de Paul Conference at the 
Church of St Francis in downtown 
melbourne. In an 1855 submission to the 

government of the day, Fr Ward stated that 
the new conference aimed at “the relief of the 
destitute, in a manner as much as possible 
permanently beneficial and the visitation 
of poor families.” There could be no relief 
without visitation, and it was by visitation 
that relationships were established. When he 
died in 1858, one newspaper noted that “he 
was one in whom many a widow and orphan 
had found a good friend.” his enduring 
legacy is founded in such friendship. I think 
Fr Ward would have approved the three 
principles recently enunciated by the nation’s 
Social Inclusion Board in its research on 
“Breaking Cycles of Disadvantage”. 
The Board identifies three key principles  
for addressing cycles of disadvantage:

1. the way you treat people matters
2. continuity of support is essential
3. a focus on addressing structural barriers 

must be maintained.

Tonight I want to insist that there is no 
substitute for relationships and respect 
for human dignity when designing 
welfare measures for the assistance of 
the poor and the excluded of our society, 
especially Indigenous Australians in remote 
communities. The historic Apology by our 
national parliament provided the basis for 
that ongoing building of the relationship. But 
it ended last monday with ministerial calls 
for the racially targeted docking of welfare 
payments for parents whose children are 
not regularly attending school on remote 

Aboriginal communities in the Northern 
Territory. Legislation is to be introduced 
to the house of representatives next 
week. Presumably this will require the 
placement of truancy officers, rather than 
additional teachers, in remote Aboriginal 
communities. Special measures for 
Indigenous Australians should be imposed 
only on those individuals or communities 
which seek them, and with provision for 
individuals to opt out if they do not wish 
to avail themselves the special community 
measures being imposed.

Just four weeks ago, I motored into 
rockhampton in Central Queensland with 
only twenty minutes to spare. At 7.30pm, 
there was to be a paraliturgy in St Joseph’s 
Cathedral celebrating the life of michael 
hayes who had been a priest for 61 years. 
So I headed straight for the hungry Jacks 
drive-through, picked up my burger, and 
found a bench in the park opposite the 
cathedral. I was approached by four young 
Aboriginal people. They had come in from 
the Woorabinda community, and were 
just hanging out in the park. We talked. I 
told them I had come for a funeral. They 
immediately expressed sympathy. I said, 
“You might have known him, Fr mick 
hayes?”, “he, that tall grey one? he knew 
me when I was a little fella.” Another said, 
“he knew my family when I was just a 
little baby.” This is the stuff of long term 
relationships between Aborigines and the 
rest of us. There is no substitute for it.

Relationships of trust require respect for 
inherent human dignity and cultural difference

guest speakers Frank Brennan SJ and Jon Altman are seen here at the lecture (far left) with St Vincent de Paul 
Society National Council of Australia Vice President Claire Victory and President Anthony Thornton. 
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In the church a few minutes later, Fr grove 
Johnson recalled that back in the 1960s 
Bishop Frank rush asked mick hayes to 
reconcile the Aborigines and those of us 
who were descendants of migrants. he 
said to those of us in the congregation who 
were not-Aboriginal, “It was as if we owned 
the place and they were the strangers.” 
he said to the Aboriginal members of the 
congregation: “It is so good to see so many 
of you the Aboriginal people here tonight 
to honour him.” Then came the tribute 
from Carol Willie, a respected Aboriginal 
elder. “Fr mick gave our parents back their 
respect and their hope in their land where 
it had all been taken from them. he gave it 
to them and then they were able to give it 
to us. And just look at us now! he told our 
parents they were as good as anyone. he 
told us that we were worthy. he believed 
in us. We had lots of meetings and decided 
that better houses, better jobs and better 
education were the key. We laughed at our 
parents and said it would never happen. 
Now we have houses, jobs and education. 
Fr mick organised the dances and the 
basketball, telling us we were just like 
anyone else. he would come to our homes 
and we were ashamed but he did not care 
about the state of the house. he just looked 
at us and asked, ‘What are you doing? What 
are your plans?’ We came to church and 
he told us that this is god’s house and we 
belong. Come down the front here! You are 
worthy. We were all shaking in our boots, 
nervous, a big shame job. But he prepared 
us for all the ministries - distributing the 
cup and the eucharist, and reading. he was 
so proud of all we did.” 

Carol Willie later wrote that mick hayes 
“was an inspiration to us the Aboriginal 
and Islander people. he was one who took 
us at our own level and empowered us to be 
the people god wanted us to be.” 

Twenty-five years ago this month, Pope 
John Paul II came to Alice Springs and met 
with Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders 
from all around Australia. The day before 
the Pope’s arrival in Alice Springs on 29 
November 1986, the local Alice Springs 
community was excited and proud to be 

hosting the Pope for his most Australian 
of meetings. The murdoch stable of 
Northern Territory newspapers was laying 
the groundwork for a great celebration. 
The Centralian Advocate proclaimed, 
“Welcome!”, and noted that the Pope’s visit 
to the Centre “is expected to hit world 
headlines”. The local journalists took pride 
in the fact that foreign journalists expected 
“the Alice Springs celebration to be the 
highlight of the Pope’s Australian tour.” 
The Centralian Advocate’s editorial noted, 
“The Pope is a man of peace, so let us show 
him (and the world through the eyes of the 
media) that we also are people of peace. It is 
not a day for demonstrations for land rights 
or against Pine gap.” on the day of the 
Pope’s arrival in the Territory, the Darwin 
based Northern Territory News carried an 
editorial which was reflective and respectful 
of the church’s contribution to life in the 
Territory. It reviewed the contribution of 
the early missionaries and then turned 
attention to the contemporary situation:

Then the new missionaries took over. 
god was replaced by the State, the Bible 
by the Land rights Act, brotherhood by 
separation and division, free will  
by dependence.

This Pope’s time in Darwin and Alice 
Springs will be regrettably brief. But  
the message he brings is timeless,  
a message that is not confined just to 
adherents. he brings warmth, a human  
cry for the simplicity of a touch or the 
warmth of a smile in this complicated  
and politicised country.

When the Pope spoke, it was not as the 
murdoch press expected. Pope John Paul II 
was very upfront about land rights.  
he proclaimed:

Let it not be said that the fair and 
equitable recognition of Aboriginal rights 
to land is discrimination. To call for the 
acknowledgment of the land rights of people 
who have never surrendered those rights is 
not discrimination. Certainly, what has been 
done cannot be undone. But what can now 
be done to remedy the deeds of yesterday 
must not be put off till tomorrow. 

The pride, excitement and reflectiveness 
of the local murdoch media evaporated 
overnight with the Sunday Territorian 
brandishing the headline: “Pope’s Shock 
Land rights Call”. The editorial carried 
the headline, “Pope Falls into Land rights 
Trap”. It claimed:

“Pope John Paul II entered Australian 
politics yesterday with a thump that will 
reverberate across the nation.

“For many people his demand for 
immediate national land rights – one 
of the most sensitive issues confronting 
Australians – will have destroyed in one 
day the enormous good will generated by 
a warm and intelligent Pope, a man of the 
people who came to unite and has ended 
creating further division and racial tension.

“Unwittingly and regrettably, his holiness 
has fallen into the trap.

“he has compromised the Church which 
cannot avoid being treated just like any 
other political institution. Australia does 
not need liberation theology.” 

Aboriginal leaders praised the speech. 
Wenten rubuntja said the Pope had “filled 
a vacuum at a national political level”. Pat 
Dodson said, “The main point about it is 
that the Pope, an international figure, and 
spiritual leader, has focused clearly on the 
fundamental injustices.” The executive 
Director of the NT Chamber of mines said 
it was “unfortunate the Pope commented 
on such a sensitive and highly emotional 
issue.” Sir Joh Bjelke Petersen reassured 
everyone that the Pope was not speaking 
about Queensland because his State was 
“leading Australia on the land rights issue”.

It was six years later in 1992 when for the 
first time in the history of the federation; 
the high Court of Australia had to 
determine whether the common law of 
Australia recognised Aboriginal native 
title. Six of the seven high Court judges 
held that the assertion of sovereignty 
by the British crown did not necessarily 
extinguish all native title rights to land, 
and that native title rights could still exist 

continued on page 12 
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on those lands which had not been alienated 
by the crown to another person and which 
had not been dedicated by the crown to 
some public purpose. In the past, these 
native title rights could be, and were, readily 
extinguished by action of the crown. But 
after 1975, state governments would need to 
show that they were not acting contrary to 
the Commonwealth’s Racial Discrimination 
Act. So, if Aborigines had maintained their 
connection with the land from european 
settlement until 1975, the law would now 
protect their surviving rights in the same  
way that the rights of an ordinary freeholder 
were protected.

This decision then required a legislative 
response from the Commonwealth 
Parliament. Prime minister Paul Keating 
steered the Native Title Act through 
Parliament. The Parliament also legislated 
for an Indigenous Land Fund which received 
payments from Consolidated revenue for a 
decade and which is now a self-perpetuating 
fund for the purchase of lands on the 
open market. The intention was that those 
Indigenous Australians fortunate to retain 
their connection with their traditional 
lands would now have their title protected, 
and those who were the descendants of the 
dispossessed would be able to access the fund 
for lands given in partial compensation for 
past losses. 

Soon after the howard government’s election 
in 1996 with a commitment to wind back the 
Native Title Act, the high Court, by a narrow 
majority of 4-3, ruled in the Wik Case that 
native title could co-exist on some pastoral 
leases. The howard government legislated an 
extensive amendment to the Native Title Act 
in 1998. Senator Brian harradine held the 
balance of power in the Senate and he set out 
to avoid the prospect of a race based, double 
dissolution election, while at the same time 
insisting that the howard legislation comply 
with minimum standards of fairness and 
non-discrimination. 

In his recent Lowitja o’Donoghue Lecture 
Paul Keating said:

“many people here will be familiar with  
the sorry tale which became part and  
parcel of the Native Title (Amendment) 
Act 1998. That amendment arose from the 
Coalition government’s so-called Ten Point 
Plan, a plan facilitated in the Senate with 
the support of Senator Brian harradine 
under the advice of the Jesuit priest,  
Frank Brennan.

“As an aside, let me say, and as a Catholic, 
let me say, wherever you witness the 
zealotry of professional Catholics in respect 
of Indigenous issues, invariably you find 
Indigenous interests subordinated to their 
personal notions of justice and equity: 
because unlike the rest of us, they enjoy 
some kind of divine guidance.

“And so it was with the Wik amendments.” 

I sought to correct Keating’s misperception 
with a respectful but forthright rebuttal in 
the letters section of the Sydney Morning 
Herald in which I stated:

“Paul Keating’s credentials are gold standard 
when it comes to legislating for native 
title. With Labor and the greens poised 
to control the Senate, it is timely that he 
calls for a revision of the 1998 native title 
amendments passed by the howard 
government with the former senator Brian 
harradine’s support. 

“Back then, harradine negotiated significant 
improvements to the lamentable 
howard package. The key plank of the 
improved package was drafted by lawyers  
for the National Indigenous Working 
group. Though the Catholic Keating warns 
against “the zealotry of professional 
Catholics in respect of Indigenous 
issues”, I commended harradine for 
his wily improvement on the howard 
proposals because, third time around, 
he managed to deliver in spades on the 
compromise previously accepted behind 
closed doors by key Indigenous leaders and 
their advisers. 

“At the time, Noel Pearson said: “It looks, 
on the face of it, in this penalty shoot-out 
situation, Brian harradine’s won four-nil. 
Full credit to Senator harradine for having 

promised us that he was going to hold the 
line. he’s surely held the line. he’s held 
out on a stubborn position.” Admittedly, 
things later went pear-shaped. I will 
happily commend Labor and the greens 
should they follow the Keating legacy and 
challenge it, improving the package even 
further. I don’t claim any divine guidance 
for this, only a commitment to good 
policy, transparent process and sound 
principles, regardless of who is in power, 
and regardless of who controls the Senate. 
It’s called politics.” 

Labor has now been back in power for 
four years and early in its term controlled 
the house of representatives and with 
the greens controlled the Senate. Despite 
Keating’s urgings, there has been no move 
to improve the Native Title Act for the 
benefit of native title holders. meanwhile 
Keating has published his book of essays 
Afterwords. Not only has he made no 
correction to the Lowitja o’Donoghue 
Lecture; at the launch he attacked his own 
party for surrendering its green credentials 
to Bob Brown who he described as  
an “environmental Jesuit”. Keating said, 
“Bob just needs the old political karate 
chop.” I daresay he thinks I need the same 
treatment, but I am still prepared to  
put in my two bob’s worth about 
Indigenous welfare policy, risking the 
occasional political karate chop from 
Canberra politicians.

As for the role of the other “professional 
Catholic” on Wik, it took some years for 
harradine’s critics to concede that he had 
improved howard’s land rights package 
more than was originally hoped for. Seven 
years after the Wik debate, when harradine 
was retiring from the Senate, Andrew 
Bartlett, Deputy Leader of the Democrats, 
made this acknowledgment of harradine’s 
acumen on Wik:

“The agreement he reached on the Wik 
legislation was one of the few cases I would 
point to where John howard was bested in 
negotiations. Whilst the legislative merits of 
the Wik agreement were less than ideal, the 
sort of race election, focused on Indigenous 
people, that our country would have faced 
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in 1998 if that agreement had not been 
reached would have been far worse even 
than the one we endured in 2001.”

These were complex political issues 
and I still have a strong self–interest in 
agitating a particular view of it all. But 
without resolving all the outstanding 
questions, one needs to ask: Would it 
have been good enough in 1998 for one 
in my position simply to critique the 
howard legislation without working to 
create the space for harradine to effect a 
compromised outcome which was more 
beneficial to Aborigines, and at the same 
time avoiding the prospect of a race based 
election? having critiqued the howard 
legislation, I could have withdrawn from 
the political fray arguing that the world 
of political controversy is no place for 
a writer and commentator (who is not 
a stakeholder or politician) especially 
when the controversy is marked by a 
sharp contest between political parties 
after all stakeholders have put their case 
to the public. And now I ask, what is my 
role as a Canberra-based priest when 
I hear about new measures proposed 
by government for docking welfare 
payments for school non-attendance 
by Aboriginal kids in remote Northern 
Territory communities?

having attested the moral claim of 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders to 
their land rights, John Paul II went on to 
say in 1986:

The establishment of a new society for 
Aboriginal people cannot go forward without 
just and mutually recognised agreements 
with regard to these human problems, 
even though their causes lie in the past. 
The greatest value to be achieved by such 
agreements, which must be implemented 
without causing new injustices, is respect for 
the dignity and growth of the human person. 
And you, the Aboriginal people of this 
country and its cities, must show that you are 
actively working for your own dignity of life.

In 1989, the hawke government had 
instituted the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Commission (ATSIC), a bold 
new initiative aimed at giving Aboriginal 
Australians a well-resourced national 
voice and a self-determining organisation 
for negotiating with government and 
for making key decisions about the 
allocation of resources for Aboriginal 
communities. ATSIC was run by a board of 
commissioners most of whom were elected 
from regional councils which in turn 
were elected by Aboriginal and Islander 
voters. In 2004, ATSIC was abolished 
and the howard government decided to 
appoint a National Indigenous Council 
which provided advice to government on 
Indigenous policy issues. Now we have 
the National Congress of Australia’s First 
Peoples which has insisted: 

“Future initiatives will require developing 
new ways of engaging with affected 
communities. To reset the relationship 
and genuinely build partnership and trust 

requires not only effective communication and 
consultation but also the active participation 
and consent of Aboriginal people.”

I read the National Congress as being on 
the same page as the Social Inclusion Board, 
insisting on trust, partnerships, active 
participation and informed consent. 

A year after he visited Alice Springs, Pope 
John Paul II issued his great social encyclical 
Sollicitudo Rei Socialis in which he said:

“The first positive note is the full awareness 
among large numbers of men and women 
of their own dignity and of that of every 
human being. This awareness is expressed, 
for example, in the more lively concern that 
human rights should be respected, and in the 
more vigorous rejection of their violation. 
one sign of this is the number of recently 
established private associations, some 
worldwide in membership, almost all of them 
devoted to monitoring with great care and 
commendable objectivity what is happening 
internationally in this sensitive field.

“At this level one must acknowledge the 
influence exercised by the Declaration 
of human rights, promulgated some 
forty years ago by the United Nations 
organisation. Its very existence and gradual 
acceptance by the international community 
are signs of a growing awareness. The same 
is to be said, still in the field of human rights, 
of other juridical instruments issued by 
the United Nations organisation or other 
international organisations.

“The awareness under discussion applies not 
only to individuals but also to nations and 
peoples, which, as entities having a specific 
cultural identity, are particularly sensitive to 
the preservation, free exercise and promotion 
of their precious heritage.”

on monday, (November 14, 2011) Jenny 
macklin, the minister for Indigenous Affairs 
in a 21st Century Labor government led by 
a Prime minister from the left of the party 
announced a new raft of welfare measures 
for Aboriginal communities in the Northern 
Territory. To her credit, minister macklin has 

continued on page 14 
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long conceded that the howard government’s 
Federal Intervention was implemented in a 
ham-fisted, culturally insensitive and racially 
discriminatory manner. But on monday 
she said: “School attendance in these new 
sites is particularly poor, and it is clear that 
our efforts in these townships must be 
strengthened to ensure children are getting a 
decent education and go to school every day.” 
She was joined by the education minister 
Peter garrett who said:

“Seminars will be held in each community 
before the start of the new model to explain 
to parents their responsibilities, and ensure 
they understand that their income support 
entitlements may be affected if their children 
are not going to school. If children fall  
below the set benchmark of attendance, 
the school will discuss with the family ways 
to improve the child’s attendance and an 
attendance plan will be agreed. Support to 
help families play their part in fulfilling the 
attendance plan will be provided by additional 
social workers and attendance officers 
from the Northern Territory government’s 
education Department.”

When interviewed by Fran Kelly on 
ABC Breakfast that morning, minister 
macklin said: “We’ve certainly seen some 
improvements but we know we’ve got a lot 
further to go. We know that it’s critical to 
do many things. one is to make sure that 
we implement the things that parents and 
children say aren’t working for them. So it 
may be that we have to address bullying at 
school, it may be making sure that a child is 
helped to get up in the morning and walk to 
school. What we want to do is work closely 
with parents, work closely with the Northern 
Territory government, to make sure that 
children do get to school every day. This 
is the message that Aboriginal people are 
saying to me they want to see implemented, 
and they said to me, you make sure, you 
the minister, make sure that you use every 
power you have to make sure that our 
children get a decent education.”

Where is the evidence-based approach 
which shows that this could possibly work? 
have there been trials with demonstrable 
results? Would such an approach be 
attempted by the Commonwealth 
government for any other group in 
society? In Cape York, Noel Pearson and 

the Cape York Institute convinced the 
Queensland government to set up a Family 
responsibilities Commission three years 
ago targeted at covering just four Aboriginal 
communities. In its 2009-10 Annual report, 
the Family responsibilities Commissioner 
noted: “The Local Commissioners have 
been pivotal in gaining the trust and 
understanding of community members in 
regard to school attendance obligations and 
the rights of families to live peacefully and 
in safety.” As yet there are no flash results 
to report from the Queensland project. But 
at least it is based on the right principles. 
Instead of going down the path of appointing 
local commissioners, it would seem that 
the Commonwealth is more interested in 
the cost efficient and more controlled use 
of government officials to impose outcomes 
by means of the “stick approach”, reducing 
welfare payments of non-compliant parents. 
If the Queensland model is judged by the 
Commonwealth to be too expensive, giving 
insufficient return by way of measurable 
outcomes for the investment in the local 
community, there will be no reason to expect 
better outcomes from an approach which 
gives less emphasis to trust, understanding 
and involvement of the local community.

There is no evidence that the truancy officers 
who will have to visit remote communities 
regularly will be able to achieve anything 
more than the dedicated teachers living 
permanently in these communities. We will 
need to have Commonwealth public servants 
entering houses on remote communities 
to help children get up in the morning. We 
will have public servants walking children 
to school in circumstances where parents 
are not motivated to assist. This is the nanny 
state on steroids.

I can’t imagine gough Whitlam ever 
authorising this sort of approach to 
Aboriginal Affairs. I can’t imagine the 
greats of the past like Nugget Coombs, Bill 
Stanner or Barrie Dexter recommending this 
sort of approach. I am not questioning the 
dedication and commitments of ministers 
like macklin and garrett. But I do suspect 
this is the last ditch attempt by the secular 
state to address entrenched problems which 

social justice | F r A N K  B r e N N A N  S J
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are strongly related to cultural difference 
and conflict, and spiritual and existential 
alienation, which have long been judged 
irrelevant or non-existent by government 
officials who are well meaning in insisting 
that Aborigines in remote communities only 
want what the rest of us have and enjoy. It is 
now unimaginable that a Commonwealth 
government official would repeat what was 
said by Dr hC Coombs, the Chair of the 
Commonwealth’s Council for Aboriginal 
Affairs, in his 1976 murdoch Lecture when 
he concluded:

“I do not think it is to say too much if I 
remark that these years of work among 
Aboriginal Australians and in seeking to 
influence politics and attitudes towards 
them have led me to question whether we, 
the dominant white society may not lack 
the spiritual qualities to resolve the problem 
quickly. Until the arrogance, the prejudice, 
the fear, which still largely determine our 
attitude towards Aborigines gives way to 
humility, generosity and human warmth 
there can be little grounds for hope of a 
quick resolution. If there be a taste of ashes 
on the lips of white Australian civilization, 
it is because while we have mastered a 
continent and subordinated a proud people, 
we have remained in spirit aliens and 
strangers to it and them.”

The great anthropologist Professor 
Weh Stanner who also served on that 
Commonwealth Council had cause to reflect 
on the establishment of the Catholic mission 
at Port Keats in the Northern Territory in 
1935. he said:

“Aboriginal policy, as we think of it now, 
did not exist. There were protective laws 
and regulations, of good standard, but there 
was no spine in their application, and a fair 
amount of humbug. They were also highly 
discriminatory. Neglect, indifference and 
exploitation were widespread and were 
tolerated. There was no real heart, or will or 
imagination in what government did. It was 
simply empty of purpose. For reasons which 
would make a study in themselves, it left 
very largely to the Christian missions almost 
all effective contact of a humanitarian kind 
in the outer bush. The missions were the 

only centres where Aborigines could expect 
solicitude. There were of course many kindly 
and well-disposed european persons but, as 
far as my experience went – and I saw a lot 
of outback and bush Australia – the missions 
were the only proof the Aborigines had that 
european society was not indifferent, selfish 
and ugly, through and through. When things 
in and around Port Keats began to go publicly 
bad, government characteristically turned 
to Bishop gsell, and asked him to establish a 
mission station there, just as it had done with 
the methodists in 1935 in the case of eastern 
Arnhem Land after the Caledon Bay troubles 
in 1933.”

he went on to say:

“I have not been back since 1962, by which 
time the new administrative philosophy 
of assimilation was being pushed by 
government, I thought in a rather hectoring 
way and, I would have thought, with a slightly 
anti-mission overtone. Since then of course, 
as we know, that philosophy has mutated into 
one of self-determination….I will say only 
that in my opinion, for what it is worth, it 
may well be in the long-term interest of the 
mission and its Aboriginal charges to lean, 
like the bamboo, with the winds of change. I 
myself would like to see the mission free from 
the pressure and real burden of all the secular 
concomitants of the new policy.”

Solicitude, heart, will and imagination – 
countering the indifference, selfishness 
and ugliness of the prevailing secularist, 
materialistic culture. of course we cannot 
expect Commonwealth public servants 
employed as itinerant truancy officers 
to be the bearers of these social goods 
countering these social evils. We must seek 
for solutions which are workable but also 
principled. Unless schools and teachers build 
relationships of trust with Aboriginal families, 
the educational outcomes will remain poor. 
I hear the government cry: “We have first to 
get the kids to school!” But if this is achieved 
only by use of the stick of conditional welfare 
payments, the battle will be lost at the outset.

Last Friday, we buried my Jesuit colleague 
Fr John eddy SJ. At the funeral I told the 
story about how I recently discovered in 

Professor Weh Stanner’s papers a request 
to manning Clark for an historian’s take on 
the terra nullius argument in preparation for 
the 1971 gove land rights case. Clark sent 
back a paper by the young eddy who had 
recently arrived at the ANU. Arriving home, 
I showed my archival find to John. he was 
quite unsurprised, read it cursorily, and said 
there was no need to change a word of it in 
light of Mabo and Wik. he was right.  
he had written:

“The Select Committee of 1837 demanded 
that the welfare of the Aborigines be 
recognised as a vital responsibility and 
trust: “Their claims, whether as sovereigns 
or proprietors of the soil, have been utterly 
disregarded. The land has been taken from 
them without the assertion of any other 
title than that of superior force, and by the 
commissions under which the Australian 
colonies are governed. her majesty’s 
sovereignty over the whole of New holland 
is asserted without reserve.” This process is 
irreversible, but the duty of government to 
make reparations remained.

Successive attempts in the 19th and 20th 
centuries to provide essential reparations 
in all parts of Australia – by means of 
economic, educational, protection, 
reservation and land schemes – have 
had a well-known and for the most part 
calamitous history. An opportunity would 
seem now to offer itself to the Australian 
Commonwealth government to redress that 
historical balance effectively.

Forty years on, our government has been 
reduced to docking welfare payments for 
parents whose children are not attending 
school in remote Aboriginal communities. 
John eddy’s oxford doctorate was published 
by Clarendon in 1969 under the title Britain 
and the Australian Colonies 1818-1831: 
The Technique of Government. he rightly 
described the historical basis for Mabo and 
Wik. Three decades before the high Court 
spoke, he wrote, “The central authorities 
never deviated from their determination that 
the natives be conciliated and that relations 
with Aborigines be always governed by 

continued on page 16 
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‘amity and kindness’. But official benevolence 
and goodwill proved sadly deficient as time 
brought more drastic collisions between 
settlers, convicts, sealers, soldiers and the 
fierce, gentle, mysterious, fugitive, ever 
present people of the Australian bush.” 

In his bicentenary essay, “recognition, 
reconciliation and history” John eddy 
wrote, “The cynic might judge that most 
people find coping with present events 
and necessary practical decisions for the 
immediate future sufficient burden. It is hard 
enough to grasp essential daily details, and 
summon up enough courage to survive. An 
interest in the past may be a fine hobby, but 
contributes little that is useful or helpful. 
This is to ignore the role of memory and 
reflection in human life. Truth may be 
difficult to ascertain, and unpleasant to face 
once discovered, but without it there can be 
no firm foundation, and in St John’s searing 
words, ‘the truth will make you free’.”

As our Parliament prepares to do good 
yet again for the benefit of Aboriginal 
communities in remote Northern Australia, 
we who draw strength and inspiration from 
our Church tradition should insist that 
respect for inherent human dignity and 
trusting relationships be central if we are 
to make a place of real belonging for those 
“fierce, gentle, mysterious, fugitive, ever 
present people of the Australian bush”.  
As Pope John Paul II put it in Sollicitudo  
Rei Socialis:

“When individuals and communities do not 
see a rigorous respect for the moral, cultural 
and spiritual requirements, based on the 
dignity of the person and on the proper 
identity of each community, beginning  
with the family and religious societies,  
then all the rest - availability of goods, 
abundance of technical resources applied to 
daily life, a certain level of material well-
being - will prove unsatisfying and in the  
end contemptible.

“Whatever affects the dignity of individuals 
and peoples, such as authentic development, 
cannot be reduced to a “technical” problem. 

social justice | F r A N K  B r e N N A N  S J

If reduced in this way, development 
would be emptied of its true content, 
and this would be an act of betrayal 
of the individuals and peoples whom 
development is meant to serve.”

These are not fashionable sentiments 
in this town. But they are our tradition, 
and they find resonance in everything 
presently being said to government about 
Aboriginal welfare reform by both the 
Social Inclusion Board and the National 
Congress of Australia’s First Peoples. While 
applauding minister macklin’s commitment 
to improving school attendance and 
educational achievement in remote 
communities, I would urge her to leave the 
conditional welfare payment stick behind 
this time, and to take on the harder and 
more expensive challenges elucidated in the 
Stronger Futures Report on Consultations 
released last month, namely the provision 
of mentors and parenting education, greater 
Indigenous involvement in school teaching 
and curriculum, greater involvement by 
parents and elders in school activities, 
the provision of more local or regional 
high schools, the need for “vocational 
education, careers advice in schools, and 
education that was linked to jobs” and “the 
need for school to be an interesting and 
positive experience for children living in 
remote communities”. If these things are 
not provided, what purpose is served by 
docking the welfare payments of parents 

lacking the motivation to send their child  
to a school which seems irrelevant 
and useless probably because it is? The 
Commonwealth should embrace one of 
the benefits of a federal system and await 
clearer outcomes from the Queensland 
experiment with the Family responsibilities 
Commission before making Aboriginal 
parental welfare payments conditional on 
child school attendance. 

Let’s not be treated to another Federal 
Labor charade that the targeted docking 
of Aboriginal welfare payments is to be 
classed as a special measure under the 
Racial Discrimination Act for the benefit of 
those who will not receive full payment. I 
commend Julia gillard and Jenny macklin 
for giving priority to Aboriginal demands 
for education, employment and alcohol 
management. But I think we should 
listen to those like Carol Willie who look 
back on those like Fr mick hayes who 
created relationships of trust recognising 
the inherent human dignity of the first 
Australians. With trust, a commitment to 
relationships built on respect for inherent 
human dignity and cultural difference, 
we can strengthen the welfare safety net 
for the neediest First Australians without 
constructing a nanny state bound to fail 
with Commonwealth truancy officers 
wandering remote communities wondering 
about their purpose in being there at all. ◆
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aboriginal justice | J o N  A L T m A N

B y  J o n  A l T m A n

I BegIN BY ACKNoWLeDgINg The 
traditional owners of Canberra, thanking 
John Falzon and the St Vincent de Paul 
Society for the invitation to respond to the 
4th Annual gerald Ward Lecture on Social 
Justice, and of course thanking Father 
Frank Brennan for his lecture which I found 
both insightful and moving; I have little 
disagreement, as respondent, to the lecture, 
and so just aim to push its boundaries 
perhaps with a little less diplomacy and 
religiosity than the lecture giver.

In his book Punishing the Poor: The 
Neoliberal Government of Social Insecurity 
sociologist Loic Wacquant distinguishes 
what he describes as the Nanny state 
of the Fordist-Keynesian era from the 
Daddy state of neoliberalism where the 
relative contraction of welfare is replaced 
by a new set of coercive instrumentalities. 
The new emphasis on duties over rights, 
sanctions over support, a stress on the 
obligation of citizenship and new methods 
for monitoring and dealing firmly 
and coercively with the poor and the 
marginalised characterise this new social 
landscape for Wacquant.

Wacquant is writing about the punitive 
turn of penal policy in the USA. he 
examines the state’s wedding of restrictive 
“workfare” and expansive “prisonfare” 
under a philosophy of moral behaviourism 
that uses a moralistic and moralising 
conception of poverty as a product of the 
individual failings of the poor. The results 
in the USA has been a rapid growth in 
imprisonment, especially of black males, 
and associated costs in terms of the 
social fabric and the ideals of democratic 

citizenship, given that in most States, 
prisoners now numbering in their millions 
cannot vote.

What has all this got to do with Australia 
where the welfare state has historically been 
so benign and where social security has 
been largely premised on an assumption 
that structural factors contribute more than 
individuals to poverty and marginalisation?

Since 2000 and the mcClure report 
social security policy here has taken a 
neoliberal turn, but from 2007 with the 
Northern Territory Intervention it took 
a far more draconian and race-based 
shift: the problem of Indigenous poverty 
was suddenly redefined as a problem 
of Aboriginality. This shift was aided 
and abetted (intentionally or not) by 
some Aboriginal and anthropological 
writings like Noel Pearson’s our right 
to Take responsibility and Peter Sutton’s 
The Politics of Aboriginal culture as 
the problem. And so a sophisticated 
and experimental state project of moral 
restructuring was embarked upon to alter 
the norms of Indigenous Australians to 
become neoliberal subjects.

The state is deploying a powerful 
metaphor of ‘Closing the gap’ as the 

development framework for remote 
Indigenous Australia. of course such a 
quest for equality sounds like common 
sense, Indigenous people should share 
in the national wealth enjoying the 
individualism and freedoms of other 
Australians; it is just that to do so they  
will need to be a new and different kind  
of citizen adopting neoliberal norms.

This approach to moral restructuring is 
very clear in the Council of Australian 
governments’ National Indigenous 
reform Agreement and its National 
Partnership Agreements in a number of 
areas. The powerful mobilizing metaphor 
of ‘Closing the gap’ is repeated again 
and again. And state documents like 
NIrA and the Indigenous economic 
Development Strategy promulgate new 
forms of subjectivity, the hard working, 
individualistic, educated, nationally 
mobile and materially acquisitive 
neoliberal subject.

This is presented in dominant discourse 
as the only rational possibility dependent 
on a reconfigured relationship of mutual 
obligation between Indigenous persons 
and the state, a structural adjustment 

From Keynesian Nanny State to the  
coercive Daddy State in Indigenous policy

continued on page 18
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program that looks to educate by enforcing 
and strictly policing school attendance and 
fining the parents of school absentees; that 
looks to enforce new forms of consumption 
via income management of the welfare 
dependent, while providing freedom to 
spend for the employed; via proposed new 
forms of accumulation through private 
housing options like the now failed housing 
on Indigenous Land program; and via a new 
forms of work, ‘proper’ jobs (mainly funded 
by the state and controlled by state agencies) 
instead of Community Development 
employment Project (CDeP) jobs (mainly 
funded by the state and controlled by 
community organisations). 

Implementation of these reforms has not 
been unproblematic and there is a plethora 
of reports, just eight in the last month, 
almost all tainted by moral hazard as they 
are state sponsored, that are still far from 
uncritical—which makes one wonder 
how bad things really are as they are so 
constrained and managed. release of these 
reports is also carefully stage managed 
and all stops are pulled out to offset any 
negativity with political spin and managed 
media leaks.

What we are seeing in remote Australia is a 
grand project of structural adjustment that 
will cause pain, but this is regarded as the 
necessary price before there is long term 
gain. The state is focusing its efforts on just 
a few places, 29 priority communities, to 
provide some demonstrations of successful 
intervention and social engineering. But 
even in many of the chosen there seems 
to be higher unemployment, less income, 
higher costs for goods from licenced stores, 
more surveillance, less choice, less freedom, 
less Indigenous authority and autonomy. 
There is the distinct possibility that the 
project of improvement is actually creating 
more poverty owing to the suppression 
of Indigenous forms of production. There 
is a dual discourse evident even at these 
‘priority’ places, talk by managers and 
leaders of growth and development and 
simultaneously withdrawal and resistance 

by the subjects of all this improvement, 
deploying what James Scott refers to as ‘the 
weapons of the weak’.

Frank Brennan has alerted us in his 
lecture to the measures in Intervention 
mark 2, relabelled ‘Stronger Futures in 
the Northern Territory’ as if a change 
of name will signify a change of intent. 
most concerning is the Improving 
School enrolment and Attendance 
(though Welfare reform) measure or 
SeAm that conveniently leaves out the 
bracketed ‘through welfare reform’ from 
the acronym. This measure could see the 
parents of truants lose their welfare income 
and so become truly destitute.

I am deeply concerned about SeAm for a 
number of reasons.

First, there is no evidence that the  
children of welfare recipients are more 
likely to be truants than the children of 
those in employment.

Second there is no evidence from  
SeAm trials that the measure actually 
improves attendance.

Third, taking welfare off some will not just 
impoverish them but will also punish their 
relatives (employed and unemployed) who 
will bear the burden.

Fourth, the NT government has recently 
introduced new laws under its every 
Child every Day policy to fine the parents 
of any truant. Not only can parents of 
kids who do not attend school regularly 
lose their welfare payments, but they 
can also be fined. This raises important 
questions about the ongoing contestation 
about governance authority between the 
Commonwealth and NT governments and 
inefficiencies associated with duplication.

Finally, all the focus on the role of parents 
to enforce school attendance takes too 
much attention away from the roles of 
schools and teachers: to attract students 
with quality, locally relevant, engrossing, 
maybe bi-lingual, education that would 
make staying away from school an 
unattractive option.

over the last month, the Australian 
government has released eight reports 
on the Intervention’s progress and on 
community consultation on its future. I 
now realise, listening to Frank Brenan, what 
this might be all about.

In 2007 the howard government passed 
racist Income management laws that 
required the suspension of the racial 
Discrimination Act. The rudd opposition 
and then government that had acquiesced 
to these laws passage copped considerable 
national and international opprobrium; and 
so in 2010 it amended the law to include 
non Indigenous Australians in its income 
management regime, thus making it non 
racist, at least in a technical legal sense.

This time around, in 2011, the gillard 
government is seeking to consult to show 
that it is Aboriginal people who truly desire 
the draconian measures—what might 
be termed borrowing from elizabeth 
Povinelli’s notion of the ‘cunning of 
recognition’, ‘the cunning of consultation—
so that these new measures can be 
presented to the world as beneficial special 
measures under the racial Discrimination 
Act consented to by the Aboriginal people 
impacted. In my view not only is this 
strategy devious and unconscionable, but it 
will fail.

This is partly because there is already 
a counter-interpretation and counter-
narrative of what happened at these 
consultations and I commend this 
alternative reading to you all, it is called 
Cuts to Welfare Payments for School 
Non-Attendance: requested or Imposed? 
published by Concerned Australians. Their 
analysis from a diverse set of 10 community 
meetings indicates that ‘there was not a 
single request for welfare cuts or fines to 
those parents with children who were not 
attending school’. Concern about education 
was given a high priority but what was 
sought was the re-introduction of bilingual 
learning, access to full-time education 
in homelands, support for Aboriginal 
teachers, acknowledging culture in the 
curriculum and the need to distribute funds 
more equitably.

aboriginal justice | J o N  A L T m A N
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There are of course other ways of thinking 
and talking about Indigenous education 
and development, but these alternatives 
such as the reporting from Concerned 
Australians and others at the coalface are 
closed off, suppressed and silenced.  
They mainly come from so called 
Aboriginal ‘activists’, Ngos, civil society 
and parts of the academy that are not 
subject to state capture.

So to conclude let me make a few 
suggestions.

First, we need to give Indigenous 
people voice; state policies have at once 
extinguished the institutional means to 
hear Indigenous aspirations in all their 
diversity except through state controlled 
‘consultations’. Australia needs to learn from 
global structural adjustment errors not to 
replicate them: development approaches 
need to be bottom-up and participatory. 
There is much rhetoric about bridge 
building and partnership but almost all 
community-based political organisations 
that have operated effectively as mouth 
pieces in the past, be they community 
councils or homeland resource agencies or 
ATSIC have, or are, being demolished.

Second, we need to debunk the Indigenous 
socio-economic equality myth; this is not a 

logical development framework for remote 
and very remote Australia. And we need to 
debunk the myth that under-development 
is mainly the product of new institutions, 
like individual access to welfare, and of 
old institutions, like too much custom 
and tradition. There is a state reluctance 
to accept that tradition is not amenable 
to hegemonic externally imposed change, 
that many have learnt ‘the art of not 
being governed’ very effectively to again 
paraphrase James Scott.

Third, we need to debunk the myth that 
the state is investing enough when clearly 
this is not the case. And clearly Indigenous-
specific expenditure, much imposed by 
western laws or in the national rather 
than discrete Indigenous interest, is being 
deployed inefficiently and ineffectively.

Fourth, and more practically, there is a 
need to work for development plurality, to 
assess what is possible, what is productive, 
where there is comparative advantage 
(the theoretical foundation of capitalism) 
and where the market and custom mesh 
productively this needs to be enabled by the 
state, the sort of underwriting not called 
welfare that others in rural Australia seem to 
enjoy as Judith Brett has recently reminded 
us in her Quarterly essay Fair Share.

Australia just seems to be so bad at 
canvassing policy alternatives, but 
monolithic imposed approaches are high 
risk, at least for the supposed subjects of 
the state project of improvement.

To conclude, one would think that late 
capitalist uncertainty might provide some 
space to consider and debate alternative 
forms of development, giving remote 
Indigenous communities a say in shaping 
their futures. Instead they are merely 
consulted to ensure that policies are not 
interpreted as selectively targeting the 
Indigenous poor only rather than all the 
poor. This one would think is especially 
the case at a time when there is growing 
national dependence on the Indigenous 
estate for minerals, biodiversity, carbon 
farming and potential clean energy 
production. We need to start treating 
Indigenous Australians with dignity and 
equality, rather than as a population ripe 
for new ‘daddy state’ social experiments. 
The welfare safety net can be deployed 
to enhance development opportunity, 
livelihood and well-being—there are 
just too many risks for us as a nation in 
‘punishing the poor’ and the different to 
contemplate, let alone implement, such 
an approach; and too many likely benefits 
from constructive alternatives.

As the anthropologist James Ferguson 
noted in the Anti Politics machine in 1990 
complex development problems cannot 
just be rendered ‘technical’ to be solved 
with technical solutions. Ferguson sounds 
very much like Pope John Paul II who as 
Frank Brennan reminds us stated in 1987 
in Sollicitudo rei Socialis ‘… whatever 
affects the dignity of individuals and 
peoples, such as authentic development, 
cannot be reduced to a “technical” 
problem.’ Authentic development requires 
authentic not imposed solutions; at the 
very least we as a nation owe Indigenous 
Australians that. ◆

Jon Altman is a research Professor in anthropology 
at the research School of Social Sciences at the 
Australian National University.
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poverty | D r  J o h N  F A L Z o N

B y  D r  J o h n  f A l Z o n

Late last year I had the pleasure of 
speaking at the Full Employment 
Conference hosted by the University 
of Newcastle’s Centre of Full 
Employment and Equity (CofFEE). 
Being, I think, the only non-economist 
to address the Conference I was 
grateful for the kind treatment 
I received at the hands of the 
participants. 

mY rANT WAS ABoUT The FATe oF 
the excluded. The more I reflect on what I 
see, especially from the perspective of the St 
Vincent de Paul Society, the more I conclude 
that the convergence of social, economic and 
political exclusion in the lives of the people we 
assist is symptomatic of the new “enclosures 
of the commons”. People are denied access to 
that which is necessary to live.

In Australia we already have a situation 
where essential goods and services have been 
commodified to the extent that they are out 
of the reach of millions of people. Let’s start 
with food. our analysis informs us that for 
sole parent families, for example, expenditure 
on food represents around 20 per cent of 
the weekly outlay (five per cent more than 
the average). As the most elastic item in the 
family budget it is not uncommon for our 
members to encounter parents going without 
meals in order to cover the rising costs of 
rent or utilities. It is also not uncommon for 
a sole parent to skip meals in order to allow 
their children to invite a couple of friends 
over for an afternoon after school. In other 
words, these deeply devoted parents forego 
their own “normality” (eating regular meals) 
in order give their children the opportunity 
to do “normal” stuff like inviting friends over 
for a hot-dog and cordial.

It’s not a scenario we can be proud of as a 
nation, particularly when the sole parents 
making these kinds of sacrifices are vilified in 
the popular imagination as being bad parents 
who are bludging off the welfare system. 
Similarly, people who are struggling on a 

single Newstart Allowance are left with around 
$16.50 a day, after taking out the rent payments 
they are likely to be paying for the cheapest 
accommodation in any of our capitals.

This is real exclusion. It is exclusion from 
the essentials, essentials that should be 
treated as common goods. The market, for 
all its positives, fails as a mechanism that 
can actually allocate even the minimum 
requirements for a household when it comes 
to food, energy, housing, health, education, 
childcare and transport. It is exclusion 
from the social. By this I mean that sense of 
being part of society. Paradoxically, when 
the commons are treated exclusively as 
commodities it is the beginning of the end of 
the social life of the people who are unable to 
afford them. What we end up with is a system 
that residualises the people who are excluded 
from it, sending them to charities in order to 
furnish them with the essentials or leaving 
them with levels of service provision that are 
effectively rendered second or third rate in 
comparison with their user-pay counterparts.

Which brings me back to the Conference 
on Full employment at the University 
of Newcastle. Professor Bill mitchell, the 
Director of CofFee, is a long-time champion 

of the Job guarantee. Following the 
same logic as my rant on exclusion, Bill 
explains very simply that the same can be 
said about the labour market. he points 
out that the problem of unemployment 
and underemployment is also, in effect a 
problem of the commons. We cannot solve 
this problem of labour market exclusion 
by relying on private sector employment 
growth alone. The people who are 
categorised as being surplus to the needs 
of the private sector must be guaranteed 
employment by the public sector.

Bill describes the Job guarantee as follows:

It ... does not operate like any other 
‘Keynesian’ fiscal policy, nor like a  
Monetarist ‘money drop’.

It achieves full employment not by raising 
aggregate demand, but rather by offering 
jobs at a basic compensation rate to all who 
are ready and willing to work.

Aggregate demand may rise as an incidental 
consequence – or it may fall if Job guarantee 
is implemented with budget tightening. 
Unlike a ‘money drop’, it requires that 
participants work for their compensation.

The Job Guarantee
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Unlike ‘pump-priming’, it achieves full 
employment with what can be described as 
‘loose’ labour markets because it ‘hires off 
the bottom’. It does not seek to employ any 
specific number of workers nor does it seek 
specific skills; most importantly, it does  
not chase wages upward – it never 
competes with higher and rising private 
sector wage offers.

This is the primary reason that full 
employment can be achieved without 
setting off inflation, and at any level of 
aggregate demand. Full employment is then 
sustained through time with a buffer stock 
of employable labour.

I agreed with Bill that this was a stronger 
solution to structural unemployment 
and underemployment than the current 
arrangements which consist mainly of 
trying to match people with advertised 
jobs, while doing little or nothing to address 
poor labour market conditions particularly 
in terms of locations of concentrated 
unemployment or particular population 
cohorts. All the while, of course, the people 
who have been effectively locked out of the 
labour market are blamed, demonised and 
forced to survive on below-poverty line 
income support payments. Add to the mix 
the bewildering approach the government 
has taken by capturing people experiencing 
unemployment in the Compulsory Income 
management net, as if by treating people 
in a paternalistic way and by humiliating 
them in public you could actually improve 
their prospects of employment! The same 
goes for the kinds of approaches that make 
the welfare-bashers feel good in direct 
correlation to the amount of pain inflicted 
on people who are already excluded, such as 
payment suspensions, soon to be used in a 
targeted fashion against about 4000 teenage 
parents from 10 disadvantaged  
areas. The logic of exclusion appears to 
be that there’s nothing like a good dose of 
poverty-intensification to create jobs for 
teenage mums!

of course the greatest outrage in the eyes of 
the welfare bashers is that it is public money 
that is being used to support the excluded.

The welfare dependency discourse seeks to 
ensure that the State assists with the transfer 
of ever-increasing proportions of national 
wealth to those who are “not dependent” 
and therefore not at risk of moral turpitude.

This discourse was central to the 1999 
Discussion Paper released by Senator 
Newman, “The Challenge of Welfare 
Dependency in the 21st Century”.

It was, however, as analysed in o’Connor’s 
excellent 2001 article in the Australian 
Journal of Social Issues, the writings 
of gilder and murray in the US, that 
popularised into an unquestionable doxa 
the claim that: “real poverty is less a state 
of income than a state of mind” and that 
the government dole blights most of the 
people who come to depend on it and that, 
therefore, cutting welfare would benefit the 
poor because welfare has a dramatically 
“negative impact on motivation and 
self-reliance”.

murray called for the complete abolition 
of all federal welfare programs and income 
support structures in the US.

The status quo is not good enough. 
Neither is a reversion to pre-welfare state 
impoverishment of entire sections of the 
working class, while the profit share increases 
at the expense of wage justice for people who 
are in low-paid, insecure, or casual work or 
in no work at all.

It is time to build a strategic alliance between 
insecurely employed, underemployed, 
unemployed and excluded not for 
conditional improvement but for radical 
analysis and reconfiguration of society.

Professor mitchell’s proposal for a Job 
guarantee is a good one. It is practical, 
achievable and, while costing more in the 
short term, will cost less in the medium to 
long term as social security expenditure is 
actually reduced along with the concomitant 
social and economic costs of unemployment 
and poverty.

At the same time it allows people to benefit 
from employment, including a real wage. 
Note that this is nothing like the work-for-
the-dole model which stigmatises people and 

is nothing like the experiencing of having an 
actual job.

I mentioned to Bill mitchell that this sounds 
all very good but that it would probably take 
quite a long time to activate.

“You’d be surprised”, he told me, and then 
went on to describe the results of a large-scale 
programme based on the Job guarantee 
approach that was used in Argentina as an 
emergency measure in 2001 following the 
financial crisis of that year. “It was rolled 
out in a matter of months with remarkable 
results.” The programme had a massive 
impact on people experiencing poverty, 
especially women and minorities. rather than 
people being stuck in the public sector many 
of the workers made the transition to better-
paying private sector jobs as the economy 
picked up. In the meantime they were getting 
both on-the-job training and access to literacy 
education. The jobs were designed by local 
committees to respond to community needs 
in particular locations. Some of the jobs 
involved the setting up of small enterprises 
such as carpentry shops or baby clothes 
tailoring shops or toy shops. other forms of 
employment were focussed on the provision 
of public goods and services such as food 
kitchens, childcare, aged care, public libraries 
and community centres.

Unemployment is at its highest rate in 
a decade, with more than one million 
Australians now out of work, according to the 
recent report by roy morgan research, with 
unemployment running at 8.6 per cent, with a 
further 848,000 people under-employed.

There is no excuse for punishing people doing 
it tough, on the edges of the labour market. 
There is, however, plenty of room for action 
on increasing income support payments, 
guaranteeing a job for all who need one and 
ensuring that people in low-paid and insecure 
work do not continue to be pushed into 
working poverty. Now that’s something worth 
fighting for!

See The Job guarantee in Practice  
for further details. http://bit.ly/pSUovF ◆

Dr John Falzon is the Chief executive of the St Vincent 
de Paul Society National Council. 
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The marvellous Old Testament 
scholar Walter Brueggemann tells a 
story of somebody forgetting to whom 
things belong.

The STorY goeS ThAT A VerY 
proper lady went to a teashop and sat down 
at a table for two and ordered a pot of tea. 
She prepared to eat some cookies that she 
had in her purse. Because the teashop was 
crowded a man took the other chair and 
also ordered tea. As it happened she was 
white, he was a Jamaican, black; though that 
is not essential to the story.

The woman was prepared for a leisurely 
time so she began to read her paper. As she 
read she took a cookie from the package 
and noticed that the man across from her 
also took a cookie from the package. This 
upset her greatly but she ignored it and 
kept reading. After a while she took another 
cookie and so did he. This unnerved her and 
she glared at the man. While she glared he 
reached for the fifth and last cookie, smiled 
and offered her half of it. She was indignant. 
She paid her money and left in a great 
hurry, raging at such a presumptuous man. 
She hurried to her bus stop and opened her 
purse to get a coin for her bus ticket. Then 
she saw, much to her distress, the package of 
cookies there in her purse, unopened!

As Brueggemann says, she is not so different 
from the rest of us, because too many times 
we all forget to whom things really belong.

one person who did not forget was Dom 
helder Camara. Dom helder knew to 
his very core the importance of being 
a justice seeker. he knew the earth was 
made for all. he spent his life heroically 
trying to raise the consciousness of people 
to bring about a more just distribution of 
wealth on our planet. Who exactly was 
Dom helder?

Dom helder Camara was one of the 20th 
century’s greatest Christians. Born in 
Fortaleza in north-east Brazil on  

Dom Helder Camara: prophet of justice
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Dom helder Camara

7 February 1909, Dom helder was 
ordained a priest at the age of 22. Twenty-
eight years of his life were spent in rio 
de Janeiro – first in educational and then 
administrative work. When he became 
Archbishop of recife in his own region, 
the north-east, he quickly became the 
defender of the flagelados (the scourged 
ones) whose existence was continually 
buffeted by years of drought followed by 
cruel floods. millions of these were (and 
are) being driven from their land by the 

spirit is moving | B Y  B r  m A r K  o ’ C o N N o r  F m S

Living CaLm in  a Busy worLd
An introduction to Stillness Meditation, as taught by renowned therapist Dr Ainslie 
Meares. Learn how to bring peace and stillness into a busy life, overcoming fear, 
anxiety and stress. A positive step in the quest towards inner calm.

Living CALM in A buSy WorLD: Stillness Meditation in the Meares 
Tradition  rrp $29.95 (incl gST)

Available from your religious bookstore or direct from the publisher.

David Lovell Publishing   Po box 44   East Kew 3102   tel/fax 03 9859 0000
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greed of landowners only to end up in 
disease-ridden slums on the outskirts of 
big cities like recife.

many of us vividly remember Dom 
helder’s visit to melbourne in 1985. 
People were touched by his love of the 
suffering and the tangible sense that he 
was a close friend of the risen Jesus. All 
who met Dom helder could not help 
but be deeply moved by the evangelical 
power and charisma of this tiny prophet 
of non-violent love.

When he met children of many nations 
in the dusty bitumen quadrangle of 
Sacred heart Primary School, Fitzroy, 
The Herald Sun reported: “A stooped and 
tiny man, barely 1.5 metres high, but 
somehow a giant in stature. A wizened 
and ancient betel-nut-brown face from 
which gentle eyes shone a special kind of 
light. And as the multicultured children 
of Sacred heart sang and danced for him, 
unashamed tears of hope and joy slid 
down the many wrinkles of Dom helder 
Camara’s cheeks.”

In recife, you would always find Dom 
helder’s famous ‘green’ door open – right 
up until his death in 1999. The same Jesus 
he met in his prayer, he discovered in the 
constant stream of the poor and suffering 
who knocked on the battered green door 
leading to his humble quarters.

In a world full of violence and hatred, 
Dom helder Camara stands as a beacon 
of light and hope pointing to the dream 
of god for his beloved people. Afire with 
the love of god and man, by opening his 
home, his heart and his Church to the 
world of the poor, Dom helder blazed 
new paths for the People of god as they 
journey towards the kingdom of justice 
and peace.

We may not all be saintly justice seekers 
like Dom helder – see the lovely poem  
of Denise Levertov describing Dom 
helder’s mystic ways as a prophet of 
justice – but we can take inspiration from 
him, so as to avoid the mistake of the lady 
with the cookies!

Dom Helder Camara 
at the Nuclear Test Site
Dom Helder, octogenarian wisp 
of human substance arrived from 
Brazil, raises his arms and gazes 
toward a sky pallid with heat, to 
implore “Peace!”

 – then waves a “goodbye for now” to 
God, as to a compadre. “The Mass is 
over, go in peace to love and serve the 
Lord”: he walks down with the rest 
of us to cross the cattle-grid, entering 
forbidden ground where marshals 
wait, with their handcuffs.

After hours of waiting, penned into 
two wire-fenced enclosures, sun 
climbing to cloudless zenith, till 
everyone has been processed, booked, 
released to trudge one by one up the 
slope to the boundary line back to a 
freedom that’s not so free, we are  
all reassembled. 

We form two circles, one contained 
in the other, to dance, clockwise and 
counterclockwise like children in 
Duncan’s vision. But not to the song  
of ashes, of falling: we dance in the 
unity that brought us here, instinct 
pulls us into the ancient rotation, 
symbol of continuance.

Light and persistent as tumbleweed, 
but not adrift, Dom Helder, too, 
faithful pilgrim, dances, dances at  
the turning core. ◆

Denise Levertov

letter

T h e  m A I l

Naysayers need a viable 
alternative to income 
management
In the last three issues of The Record we 
have read articles being critical of the 
Compulsory Income management system.

In recent months I have been in touch with 
people at the coalface of indigenous matters 
and I must say that another opinion needs 
to be expressed on this matter.

I have spoken with two health professionals 
who have returned ‘east’ after a two year 
stint in the Kimberley and a community 
leader not far from Kununurra and they 
both say the same thing in relation to  
this matter.

They say that after people become used to 
having to use part of their income for the 
purchase of food and clothing they quite 
like the idea. The end result is that children 
are properly fed and clothed and that family 
members cannot turn up and take the 
money to use on grog or gambling.

Yes, there are some points which need to be 
clarified at times, i.e. no choice of where to 
shop, but overall it is very beneficial.

To quote the words of the community 
leader: ‘You tell those whitey do-gooders to 
leave the system alone‘.

This is particularly apt considering 
the article on page 14 of the summer 
edition of The Record: ‘Taking a walk in 
other peoples shoes’.

I wonder of the people who have written 
the articles in The Record have actually been 
there and spoken to people involved in this 
method of income management?

has anyone proposed a viable alternative? ◆

Des goonan 
Diocesan President of  
St Vincent de Paul Society Wagga Wagga

S T V I N C e N T De PAU L S o C I e T Y AU S T r A L I A

The Church’s rich social teaching urges 
us to share with others, rather than 
‘hoard up’ goods for ourselves. There 
is no more saintly example of a man of 
god and of the people who did just that 
than Dom helder Camara. ◆

Br mark o’Connor is Director of the Archbishop’s 
office for evangelisation. This article was first 
published in the Kairos Catholic Journal Volume 
22, Issue 21.
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Raymond Joseph Egan  
1931 - 2011
B y  T e r r y  h A y e S

The death of Raymond Joseph Egan 
on December 22, 2011, at 80 years 
of age, brought an end to 35 years 
of generous hearted service to his 
fellowman through his membership 
of the St Vincent de Paul Society.

rAY JoINeD The oUr LADY oF 
Perpetual help Conference, whose Special 
Work was the caring for homeless men, 
in 1976 and from that time dedicated 
himself wholeheartedly to the care of 
the homeless as well as sharing in the 
Society’s general mission of serving  
the poor.

The our Lady of Perpetual help 
Conference carried on its mission to 
homeless men at various locations until 
the opening of the St Vincent de Paul 
hostel in endeavour Street, mackay on 
october 26, 1985. As an active member of 
the Conference, ray shared in the lengthy 
negotiations with government officials 
and in the months of assiduous planning 
which preceded the opening of the hostel. 
ray found during this time that he had 
a special affinity with homeless men and 
thus, he relinquished his position with a 
local firm in 1993, to become the hostel 
co-ordinator, a position he held until his 
retirement in 2002. 

In 2001, ray was elected as regional 
President of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society in the mackay district and 
following, the completion of his successor, 
eric eastment’s term in 2007 was again 
elected president and was still in office 
at the time of his death. In furtherance 
of his commitment of service to the 
homeless, ray, in 2006, became an 
inaugural member of the Vincent 
housing Committee in mackay which is 
currently overseeing the housing of 54 

disadvantaged single people in two former 
motels, converted by the Department of 
housing into residential Lodges.

In addition to his service in ensuring the 
efficient operation of the Lodges, ray was 
to the fore in offering to the residents the 
warmth of his personal friendship and 
encouragement. ray was a regular visitor, 
joining the residents for weekly morning tea. 

In his role as regional President, ray was an 
assiduous visitor to the various conferences 
and had a special interest in the conferences 
in the regional centres of Sarina, Farleigh 
and marian and arranged for the regular 
holding of Festival meetings in those 
centres. ray was also a generous participant 
in the Society’s Watch-house visitation 
program where his concern for the inmates 
and his general bearing of compassion for 
his fellow man won him the admiration 
of the Police Force members engaged in 
Watch-house duties.

ray found relaxation from the cares of his St 
Vincent de Paul work on the bowling green 
and was a popular and well admired member 
of the North mackay Bowling club. 

ray’s lifetime guiding light lay in the words 
of the mission Statement of the  
St Vincent de Paul Society whose members, 
“aspire to live the gospel message by serving 
Christ in the poor, with love, respect, justice, 
hope and joy.” In seeking to attain that goal, 
ray, in the midst of his onerous duties as 
regional President, always found time to 
attend week day mass and that was the real 
measure of his burning zeal for the service 
of both his god and his fellowman. 

In personal life, a devoted husband and 
father, ray is mourned by his wife Patricia, 
his constant stay and support in his Society 
work, and their daughter Phillipa.

ray’s brother, Father John egan and 11 
other priests were the concelebrants of the 
mass in celebration of ray’s life held in St 
Patrick’s Church on Wednesday December 
28. The congregation of 600 was eloquent 
testimony of how widely ray was admired 
within the mackay community and a 
heartfelt expression of sympathy to Patricia 
and Phillipa in their grievous loss.

Vincentian Terry hayes is the former 
regional President of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society in the mackay district. ◆

obituary

Tributes flow for generous hearted Vincentian

The late ray egan is seen here in a vintage car
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Battles over conscription and 
Empire Day still resonate

from the archives | m I C h A e L  m o r A N

B y  m I C h A e l  m o r A n

Monsignor Maurice O’Reilly was a 
brave man. He took on the Empire,  
he took on the Government and, 
bravest of all, he took on wealthy 
Sydney Catholics.

ThIS CeLeBrATeD AND 
controversial Vincentian priest also took on 
the position of Spiritual Director of the St 
Vincent de Paul Society’s national council, 
serving from 1919 until his death in 1933.

Today the Society has Spiritual Advisers 
rather than Directors. They may be women 
or men, lay people or religious. In o’reilly’s 
day, however, they were always priests and, 
in a Catholic community much smaller and 
self-conscious than today, they were often 
prominent identities, more visible in the public 
eye than the actual leaders of the Society.

o’reilly (1866-1933) was an Irishman  
who came to Australia as a young priest 
in 1892. After parish work at malvern in 
melbourne, he became President of St 
Stanislaus College, Bathurst (1903), rector  
of St John’s College at the University of  
Sydney (1915), and Vincentian Provincial 
(1926). his long involvement with the Society 
began in the Cathedral City of Bathurst in 
1903, with the formation of St michael and  
St John’s Conference.

o’reilly’s public prominence, however, arose 
as much from the battles he waged as from the 
positions he held.

his first public battle was over empire Day,  
a national day devised by Francis Boyce,  
an Anglican clergyman and temperance 
advocate, and celebrated every year in 
Australia from 1905 until the 1960s. empire 
Day was celebrated on 24 may (Queen 
Victoria’s birthday).

on 24 may the Union Jack was everywhere 
to be seen in Australia, especially in State 
schools. In 1911 o’reilly took issue with this. 
In speeches and letters he argued against the 
patriotism of the establishment - Australians 
should celebrate Australia rather than the 
British empire.

To the Irishman o’reilly the builders of 
the empire were cruel oppressors: “They 
are the land sharks of the world”, he wrote. 
“Australia, not england, is our children’s 
motherland”. As a result of his campaign, 
Catholic schools came to mark the 24 may as 
Australia Day rather than empire Day, and 
the patriotism of Catholics perhaps became a 
little more suspect.

Today we find it hard to understand the 
deep feeling Australian Catholics and their 
priests had for Ireland in o’reilly’s day. 
most were of Irish descent. During the First 
World War, o’reilly was a strong public 
opponent of the government’s attempts to 
introduce conscription in two bitterly fought 
referendums. his hostility to conscription 
had nothing to do with religion or just war 
theology. It was a reaction to the easter 
Uprising in Dublin in 1916 and the British 
suppression of Irish republicans.

In 1918 Archbishop mannix of melbourne, 
leader of the anti-conscriptionists, gave 
a speech at o’reilly’s college. St Vincent 
de Paul luminaries were there, including 
Bill Coogan, our National Vice-President. 
mannix observed: “here in Australia we do 

not want higher education to produce men 
who are more Catholic than the Pope and 
more loyal than the King. We don’t want that 
type of Catholic. We know those gentlemen 
well and what their loyalty to the King means. 
Those who are more Catholic than the Pope 
and more loyal than the King are men who 
think they are able to instruct their bishops”

our first National President, Louis 
heydon, was an empire man, strongly 
pro-conscription. So was his brother Charles 
heydon, a judge and Council member of 
o’reilly’s college, and also a member of 
the St Vincent de Paul Society. Charles was 
a member of The King’s men, a patriotic 
association, pro-King, pro-empire, pro-War, 
and had bitterly attacked mannix in 1917.

In this context o’reilly’s appointment 
as Spiritual Director is striking. Perhaps 
it reflects a changing of the guard in the 
Society’s leadership. Louis heydon died 
two months after mannix’s speech. In the 
words of a contemporary, o’reilly at the 
time of his appointment “had been more 
or less courteously shunned because of his 
unorthodox views on the sanctity of the 
British empire”. When o’reilly himself died 
15 years later, the Society’s annual report 
described his appointment as “singularly 
appropriate and happy”.

o’reilly’s opinion of Sydney’s wealthy 
Catholics and Catholic professional class was 
as low as his opinion of the British empire. 
When they failed to support a fundraising 
appeal for his college, o’reilly decried “the 
utter want of either generosity or public spirit 
among the wealthy Catholics of this State” and 
described them as “economic shirkers”.

o’reilly was a big man, charming, funny, a 
brilliant public speaker. he died in 1933 from 
the effects of diabetes. his funeral at St mary’s 
Cathedral was huge, attracting 3,000 people, 
with members of the Society serving as ushers. 
The Freeman’s Journal eulogised him as “a 
big-hearted priest and one whose name will 
long be remembered in the Church in these 
Southern lands”. his name is remembered in 
the St Vincent de Paul Society too. ◆

michael moran is the National Council Archivist.

monsignor maurice o’reilly
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reflection | P e T e r  L YA L L

B y  P e T e r  l yA l l

In October 2001 I attended a New 
Ways Forum held in Melbourne by the 
St Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria. 
There were 60 topics to be explored. 
One was Aboriginal education. 
Another was non-Catholics as full 
members of the Society. The second 
part of the topic was discussed at 
length (as was the first). 

The groUP TheN reSoLVeD To 
support the following, “Non-Catholic 
membership to be accepted in leadership 
roles in the Society.” It seems so long  
ago now … 

As a lay organisation we have the greatest 
of opportunities to lead the way of 
sharing our mission in the most simple 
and inclusive of ways. We invite people 
to our home and they are included in all 
our activities and they respect our family 
traditions (even though we may not be 
perfect or squabble amongst ourselves).

For many of us the Catholic Church has 
been the only spiritual home we have 
ever known and over the last 50 years has 
undergone many cultural changes and is 
very different to the one many of us grew 
up in in the 1940s and 1950s! Its teachings 
have been reinterpreted in the light of 
modern understanding of history. 

This leads me to ponder how Cistercian 
monk Thomas merton (1915-1968) was 
not only open to the voices of our time but 
to the often neglected contributions made 
by contemplatives of other traditions such 
as Buddhists, hindus and muslims. 

great stress was placed on simplicity in 
prayer the first monks in egypt and Syria 
had only the most rudimentary liturgy 
with simple prayers drawn from the 
Psalms or Scripture.

 “Where two or three are gathered in my 
name, there I am in the midst of them” 
(matt.18:20). ◆

Looking back with a view to the future 

much is made of the founders and 
patrons of the Society and with good 
reason but here in Australia we have 
many other saints most of whom will 
never have their image in a church or 
a plaster statue made in their likeness 
or books written about them and I am 
sure we know many of them. 
•	 The mother who sacrificed her 

whole life for her children in spite  
of an abusive husband,

•	 Ted Kennedy the priest of redfern 
whose sense of the spiritual was 
moulded by his parents. They saw 
Catholicism in much more liberal 
and less regimented terms,

•	 The late Pat mcCormack oAm of 
Launceston Tasmania, who toiled 
away with many organisations as 
well as holding down a responsible 
job and family responsibilities.  
As a home visitor for the Society he 
would often go where angels fear to 
tread! he has joined the saints.

•	 The priest who suffered so much 
loneliness in a great barn of a 
presbytery finally left to be with 
the woman he loves. During his 
ministry he brought many to a 
greater understanding of what 
it means to be a Christian and a 
compassionate human being. 

Families and orphans, who through 
their lives suffered so much betrayal 
and abuse from people in authority.

Take a moment to reflect on your  
own “saints”. 

The miracles that these modern  
saints have performed are just to be 
part of our lives in the 21st century. 
No “air brushed” piety here just decent 
human beings who have done it  
tough and because of that helped so 
many others. ◆

Peter Lyall is Vice President of the St Vincent 
de Paul Society National Council of Australia. 

Saints, who are they? 

“Where two or three 
are gathered in my 

name, there I am in 
the midst of them” 

(Matt.18:20)
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Child’s Bible - ‘God Speaks to His Children’
The Catholic Church’s most successful Child’s Bible ever!

Feed a Child with the Word of God

BEAUTIFULLY ILLUSTRATED THROUGHOUT
48 Bible stories from the Old and New Testaments

Available for a donation of $7.00
A lovely gift idea!

Bolivia

Worldwide, the Church is under 
attack from atheistic regimes, 
militant Islam, sects and basic 
ignorance of the Faith. 
The international Catholic charity Aid 
to the Church in Need (ACN) is able 
to counter these attacks by supplying 
Child’s Bibles to children and families 
who simply cannot afford them, in 
countries where the Church is poor or 
persecuted. 
Since its launch in 1979, ACN has 
printed and distributed 48 million 
copies of God Speaks to His Children 
in 167 languages. It is the Catholic 
Church’s most successful Child’s 
bible ever! 
This inspiring book can also teach the 
Faith here in Australia: with your family, 
godchildren, or in your parish or school. 
The Child’s Bible is a perfect gift for 
children, grandchildren, nephews and 
nieces, especially to mark a First Holy 
Communion. The Bible complements 
the catechism and children’s rosary 
booklet also published by ACN and 
available via our website. 

Beautifully illustrated by Spanish nun, 
Miren Sorne, this delightful Child’s 
bible is available for a donation of 
$7.00.

Rosary from the Holy Land
Simple in design and yet profound in its 
symbolic significance, the olivewood 
rosary, handmade in Bethlehem 
by Christian families struggling for 
survival, are also available for a 
donation of $7.00. All proceeds will go 
towards the work of Aid to the Church 
in Need for the poor and persecuted  
Church worldwide.


