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Blessed Frederic Ozanam

Dunalley Fire Episodes
i.

Before the fire, Eli had a dream.
He was Moses and the angel of death
gathered him up like a lamb. He was tied to the apocalyptic horse,
while it rode over the Peninsula on a cool northerly breeze.
And the angel spoke from darkness:
See these hillside houses, hidden in timber,
See these drought dried paddocks
See those gas cylinders - they’ll go off like rockets.
I’ll leave that 200 ton of wood neatly stacked.
I’ll take that whole street and jump the next one.
Amusing to leave a weatherboard between two blackened brick veneers.
Eli woke with a tired pastor’s thoughts:
I need a holiday if I’m dreaming of the apocalypse.

ii. Later that day, having sent the kids to the jetty,
he quashed spot-fires and tried to calm the horses.
Then the roaring the wall of fire trees swaying in flame
higher than the steeple napalm bursting
Roaring rockets of eucalyptus gas spitting over the hill;
spilling through grass and claiming half the street.
The heat asphyxiating and his eyes streaming,
head-dunking into the horse trough or under the hose.
But it was 50 degrees:
he felt like his face and hair were ready to burn like tallow.
Then they we’re all running to the canal, horses and men,
death skiting at their heels.
iii. Three days later, at the Vinnies marquee beside the pub,
his voice catches as he talks:
If I hadn›t seen it – the fire ball rolling across the canal!
He chokes with the kindness of strangers too.
He›s an exhausted father, one eye on his two boys playing outside the tent.
Grateful to whoever thought to put a couch here;
his six year old asleep in his lap. They’re all still in shock.
He chastises himself that he no longer cares for the ministry;
his pastoral flock has shrunk to these little ones
and his wife ferreting out t-shirts and pillows.
Can’t believe it passed over us,
just like in Exodus.
By Tony Brennan

More good
qualities of soul
Like rain on parched land in winter
comes charity, long waited for,
its reality sinking into the spirit
like water on crushed granite.
With charity, the soul grows,
it looks around, wanting to know
where to help. When it discovers,
it acts, taking water to dry pastures.
It needs courage to continue;
the ways of love never run smooth,
obstacles will be there,
opponents will declare
certain failure, the scornful will sneer;
as wise as serpents and forever
watchful, what we do not dare
charity does.
By Reg Naulty
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frontlines | anthon y thornton

Faith and justice in action
B y A nthon y T hornton

When we speak of social
justice and what it looks
like in action it is helpful
to have some form of
definition. We all know
there are many definitions
of social justice; the
one I have selected is
about equality and
fairness where all people,
irrespective of ethnic
origin, gender, possessions,
race, and religion should
be treated equally and
without prejudice. And
when we speak of societies
it is worth remembering
that the moral test of a
society is how it treats its
most vulnerable members.
And this is equally true
of our Society, the Society
of St Vincent de Paul; we
are tested on how we treat
those who call on us, the
most vulnerable of our
community.
As we know the St Vincent de Paul
Society grew from a group of Catholic
University students who met regularly
to talk about their faith and what it
meant to them; they were challenged
by another group of students to put
their faith into action, to put their
money where their mouth is. And
they did, they took their first nervous
action by delivering a bundle of
firewood to someone in need. From
there it spread.
Today the Society operates in 148
countries, has about 1.4 million
volunteers and about 750,000
members. So that is what it looks like
in action.
4
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There is an important lesson in this
story for us today. We should not in
any way dismiss the importance of
those students meeting together to
talk. It was a good first step. But there
comes a time when words are simply
not enough and action must be taken.
The same goes for our social justice
activism.

It was a good first step. But
there comes a time when
words are simply not enough
and action must be taken.
The same goes for our social
justice activism.
The Society in Australia has gained a
reputation as a powerful voice for the
voiceless. We have made some gains
in influencing social policy at both the
national and state levels. But there is

so much more that needs to happen.
There is so much more that needs
to change, so many unjust laws and
policies.
Frederic embraced this need for
social justice activism at a time
when it meant being condemned
by many of his fellow Catholics. A
similar thing has happened to the
Society in Australia in recent years.
This should never make us afraid; it
should strengthen our commitment
to Christ’s poor. We should never
shy away from taking the side of the
poor.
What are our greatest challenges?
I believe they are;
• Homelessness,
• Mental Health,
• Refugees and Migrants.
We should also remember that
Frederic wrote in one of his lectures

way because it is too hard. If we
are part of the Society we cannot
continue to ignore those in need, if
we cannot help them then we need
to find someone who can, and we
need to find them quickly. Perhaps
we need to get together and work out
ways to be more effective.
If we really want to help the poor
and marginalised you could call in to
talkback radio programmes, write to
your local Member of Parliament to
support the advocacy causes of the
Society, become politically engaged.
We have a unique vision and
experience of the reality of poverty
and marginalisation in Australia. If
you feel strongly about this join a
political party and speak up for the
poor in the midst of them. Frederic
had a go at politics, he did not get
elected, which was probably a good
thing for us, but there is nothing
stopping you having a go.

that: “Charity is the Samaritan who
pours oil on the wounds of the
traveller who has been attacked. It is
justice’s role to prevent the attacks”.
The Society requires a total
commitment of ourselves, and to The
Rule which is always important. No

Our greatest challenges:
• Homelessness,
• Mental Health,
• Refugees and Migrants
work of charity is foreign to us. The
Society’s funds must be handled with
the utmost prudence and generosity,
The Rule is clear it must not be
hoarded
We know that there are over 100,000
homeless every night in Australia.

Donors continually give us money
to help the poor and marginalised,
those suffering domestic violence,
those with a mental health problem,
the homeless, and those who simply
cannot help themselves. These donors
expect that their donations will be
put to good use, immediately; they
expect us to do what we say we will
do. They expect us to be the servants
of the poor, not their bankers.
We do a great job at fundraising, we
seek and get donations, people have
a very high opinion of the Society,
they know where they want their
money to go, they know what they
want to achieve, and they hope we
will make it happen. And by and
large we do.
Unfortunately, we see people
sleeping rough, families in cars, or
under bridges. Or maybe we do
not see them at all because they are
invisible. Often we look the other

Frederic had a go at politics,
he did not get elected, which
was probably a good thing
for us, but there is nothing
stopping you having a go.
Certainly we need reserves to continue
our good works it would be stupid to
think otherwise. But are we doing our
job as a charity? If there are people in
need, and we have donated money
in the bank are we doing our job
efficiently? Maybe we need to review
how we do things, can we work better
together. After all it is not how we feel
that matters, it’s how those we assist
feel, that matters.
Let’s make this a year of not just
talking about injustices, but of being
out there and correcting them. ♦
Anthony Thornton is the National President
of the St Vincent de Paul Society. This article
is an extract of his address to the NSW Social
Justice Forum held at St Brigid’s Parish Hall in
Marrickville, Sydney on Saturday, March 2.
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news in brief

Seventh edition of
The Rule released
Members of the St Vincent de Paul
Society in Australia will receive a new
copy of The Rule in coming weeks.
The seventh edition of the publication
was finalised on December 20, 2012.
The Rule is the governing document
of the St Vincent de Paul Society
internationally and is written for
members and volunteers.

7t h
ed it io n
20 12

A Committee chaired by the State
President of the Society in Victoria,
Tony Tome, was established and
included State President of Tasmania,
Vin Hindmarsh and National Youth
and Young Adults Representative Sarah
Crute, as well as, Centres Manager for
the Society in Queensland John Forrest.

au st ra li a

State and Territory Presidents were
asked to consult their membership and

th e
r ul e

Life support
at the checkout
Food rates high on the list of priorities
at Christmas time and supermarket
aisles are often brimming with
people seeking out the best ham,
turkey or mince pies. Among all the
festivities, or should we say mayhem,
the majority of us manage to enjoy a
special meal and the company of our
family and friends.
Last Christmas people shopping for
groceries at IGA stores around the
country also did their bit for those
less fortunate thanks to a unique
partnership between the supermarket
and the St Vincent de Paul Society.
Through its Community Chest
program, shoppers bought specially
marked products, a percentage of
which went to the Vinnies Christmas
Appeal.
The Society’s members and employees
spread the word, encouraging
6
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everyone to keep an eye out for
the IGA Community Chest logo on
the shelves, for items that were a
part of the program. Information
about the program also featured
in the supermarket’s catalogue and
advertisements.
Every year the St Vincent de Paul
Society provides food and other
assistance to people and families
experiencing disadvantage and poverty
at Christmas. National President,
Anthony Thornton said the Society
was grateful for all donations and the
publicity generated by the Community
Chest program.
The theme of providing hope to people
doing it tough at Christmas was central
to the 2012 Vinnies Christmas Appeal,
as reflected in the following passage:
Some gifts have the ability to stay with
a person for life and forever change
the way they see the world and how
they deal with it. Hope is such a gift.
At Vinnies, we see hope in the face of

supply a single, state or territory,
submission to the Committee,
who met to consider the changes.
A draft version of The Rule was
put to the National Council and
given to State Presidents to review
in November 2012.
The publication was then
sent to The International Rule
and Statutes Committee who
responded with a couple of minor
amendments which the Society
accepted before Mr Thio, gave
the final sign of approval on
December 20, 2012.
“We would hope that all members
will familiarise themselves with
The Rule, which is on the website
and embrace it,” Mr Tome said. ♦

despair. This Christmas, your generous
donation will help Vinnies provide
much-needed help, from practical
assistance to food hampers, emotional
support to those without, and even
gifts for children so they may still
participate in the joys of Christmas.
More than anything we can give hope
to thousands of Australians in their
time of need. ♦

Digital copies
Is it important for you to receive a
hard copy of The Record? The
St Vincent de Paul Society National
Council of Australia will continue to
publish hard copies of the quarterly
social justice magazine and mail them
to members and supporters of the
Society. But if you have launched
yourself into online technology and
would prefer to receive only the
digital version of The Record then let
us know by emailing media@svdp.org.
au by April 30. Your feedback will be
greatly appreciated. ♦

community

Sam’s fundraising
efforts recognised
Thinking of others comes
naturally to 11-year-old
Sam Ness, who continues
to help the St Vincent
de Paul Society by
collecting donations in his
hometown of Coleraine
in Victoria. The year five
student regularly door
knocks for the Winter
Appeal with the help of his
family and last year he
raised $776 and donated
24 boxes of food. He also
received the Southern
Grampians Shire’s Young
Australian Citizen of the
Year in 2012.

Above: Victorian State President of the St Vincent
de Paul Society Tony Tome congratulates Sam
Ness on his fundraising efforts for the Society.

Sam’s latest fundraising efforts were
recognised recently when he was
invited to attend a reception at
Government House hosted by the
Victorian Governor General Alex
Chernov on January 23, 2013. As the
photos taken on the night show, Sam
also had the opportunity to meet the
then Premier Ted Baillieu that night.
Earlier in the day Sam, his parents
Greg and Narelle and big sister Taylor,
paid a visit to the State Office of the
St Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria,
which is located in Boxhill.
State President Tony Tome was
delighted to meet the young
fundraiser and his family and they
shared some afternoon tea before
taking a tour of the building.
Unbeknownst to Mr Tome, Sam
had a few questions to ask the State
President, such is his curiosity in the
St Vincent de Paul Society organisation
and the Good Works that it does. Sam
wanted to know how many people
the Society helped in Victoria and
more. Luckily, Mr Tome was able to
rattle the answers off from memory
and he told Sam that last year the
Society in Victoria helped 300,000

Left: Young St Vincent de Paul Society fundraiser,
Sam Ness with the then Premier of Victoria, Ted
Baillieu at Government House in January.

outside of Coleraine near Hamilton
in the Western Districts of Victoria.
The closest St Vincent de Paul Society
Retail Centre is located in Hamilton
and manager Irene Donne looks
forward to Sam’s visits at Appeal time.

people and provided $8.9 million in
assistance last year. The ever-present
smile on Sam’s face widened just a
fraction as he comprehended the
enormity of the organisation and said
innocently, “Oh that’s a lot.”
Sam certainly has a knack for
coordinating donations when you
consider he lives on a dairy farm

Sam doorknocks in the local area with
his mum and said he likes the fact that
donations stay in the local area. “Some
people have the goods they want to
donate by the door ready for Sam to
collect. We’ve also had door knocking
experiences that weren’t so good but
Sam takes it in his stride,” Mrs Ness
said.
“We’re on a farm out of town and
people drop off food or drop things
at Sam’s school. We are very lucky
that we live in a town we’re people
wanted him to succeed,” Mrs Ness
said. Sam is looking forward to the
day he can join a St Vincent de Paul
Society Conference when he starts
high school. ♦
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disaster relief | T on y B rennan

Tested by fire in Tasmania
Fire-prone
place-names apart
there is only love; …
photos: St Vincent de Paul Society Tasmania

Through the peace
beneath effort
… comes unpurchased
lifelong plenishment;
Christ spoke to people
most often on this level
… all holiness speaks from it.
From Les A. Murray’s
poem Equanimity
The scenes that greeted people affected by the
devastating bushfires in Southern Tasmanian in
January 2013.

B y T on y B rennan

It seems Australia is
constantly updating its
list of fire-prone place
names and following the
bushfires in Tasmania
in January it can add,
Dunalley and Murdunna,
to that long list. Tony
Brennan, the Southern
Regional President of the
St Vincent de Paul Society
in Tasmania, reflects on
the recovery effort in 2013.
Adversity tests us as individuals and
as communities. The wall of fire rose
over the hill and only mass evacuation
to the water saved lives. It destroyed
capriciously, sometimes selectively.
It made an island of a peninsula.
Dunalley was another ground-zero
and a community with old scars are
reeling again.
On Friday, January 4 there were
regular fire warnings on radio but the
breaking story in the afternoon was
that the Forcett fire had cut the Arthur
Highway and had ripped through
Copping and Dunalley in the State’s
south-east, isolating the surrounding
8
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Pennisula, stepped off the ferries, glad to
be in Hobart.
Police reports on Saturday stated that
up to 2,000 people had taken refuge at
Nubeena and another 700 at the Port
Arthur historic site. In truth there was
great confusion about how many people
were displaced and calculations altered
over the days to come.

communities of Boomer Bay,
Primrose Sands, Connellys Marsh,
Susans Bay, Eaglehawk Neck and
Taranna.
Late on Saturday night, Janelle Kava,
Acting Regional Manager, received
a call from the Southern Region
Social Recovery Committee, that
there was urgent need for blankets
and underwear. After a mad dash to
the Vinnies warehouse and K-Mart,
Janelle along with three Vinnies staff
members - Susan, Paul and John waited for ferries until after midnight.
Bedraggled families and holiday
makers, their cars abandoned on the

On Sunday, January 6 Janelle, took
the initiative and opened a depot at
the Showgrounds to receive donations
for the victims of fire. The Society in
Tasmania was designated under the
State Government’s emergency response
strategy with the role of receiving and
distributing donations of clothing and
goods.
By the end of Sunday the depot was
inundated by donations. People had
heard on Facebook and the like that
they could donate to Vinnies and almost
immediately the volume of public
generosity was overwhelming.
The pile of donations at the door of the
temporary pavilion was a mountain.
Without asking, ordinary people, having
brought their donation, realised they
could not leave seeing that the Society

staff and volunteers obviously
needed help. On Monday it was
the same and the Society realised
it needed to set up some systems.
Volunteers were gathered together,
they were signed in and given safety
briefings.
In the first fortnight almost 300
people, most of whom had never
volunteered for the Society before,
had spent their days sorting
donations– linen, baby clothes,
shoes, and boxing up the good
quality goods that had been donated,
some of it brand new. About 50 of
these people signed up to become
members of the Society on the spot.
Over the week that followed,
Janelle and Natalie Howell ran a
huge logistical operation organising
volunteers, boxes, trucks, containers
and more temporary warehousing
arrangements. Ultimately there were
nine separate points of warehousing
that needed to be consolidated.
On Tuesday, January 8 Vinnies Retail
Manager, Maree Cole was, like many
others still stuck down the peninsula
at her family shack. Maree went
into action to make contact with
the Nubeena Evacuation Centre and
local opportunity shop operators to
negotiate a point of distribution for
Vinnies.
As soon as the Police opened the
Arthur Highway to agencies the
Society sent its truck driver Tony
Downey to meet with Maree and
to establish a place for Vinnies.
That truck had boxes of everything
including boots, toiletries and three
pallets of donated water.
Dunalley became the centre of
the recovery efforts and many
Government services and NGOs
were set up in the paddock next
to the Dunalley pub (the owner
definitely was a hero of the
community, such was his generosity
throughout the emergency).

By Friday, January 11 a donated 12
window marquee was set up beside
the pub. It operated for four weeks
and assisted on average 40 people a
day becoming a point of community
connection. The volunteers there were
mostly local people who already had
the trust of quite traumatised people.
Many were not ready to talk and
took many a week to even leave their
scorched properties such was their
shock.
Volunteers at the Showgrounds and
public donors to the Vinnies Fire
Appeal can feel gratified that their
efforts were so immediately helpful
to those in need. In the first week
the Society distributed 250 pairs of
Blundstone boots, 300 blankets and
doonas, 200 bed sheets, 300 men shirts,
jumpers and trousers, 60 packets of
new underwear, 50 cooking pans and
pots and large quantities of toiletries
from that marquee.
A couple of months later and the
recovery period is really only beginning
and the communities will be recovering
for many months and years to come.
The Society has a huge warehouse of
boxed goods ready for them when
they need them. But the need now, as
insurance kicks in for most families,
is not for bikes and babies clothing,
but for food vouchers and the same
for petrol, water deliveries, power
and phone. The Society in Southern
Tasmania, with extraordinary support of
the State President Vin Hindmarsh, State
CEO Frances Bartlett, has been tested
by fire but not been found wanting.
The Society’s new Regional Manager,
Marina Campbell began her work
on January 14, and rather than the
induction process as planned she had
her own baptism of fire. Born and bred
in Dunalley, Marina has immediately
proved herself a terrific leader of the
Society’s operations with insight as to
what needs to be done to meet the
needs of the people we are called to
serve. Thanks to her efforts the Society
is now getting on top of the massive

warehousing challenge, establishing
a mobile bus in the fire affected
communities and setting up the
distribution of vouchers.
Maurie Harris, State Vice-President
Chair of the Society’s Recovery
Committee, has been another local
hero. As well as his sleeves-rolled up
efforts at the depot, he is also setting
up the rosters of Vincentians to do
the face-to-face aid distribution. This
will prove to be most important in the
months ahead.
The Poet, Les Murray, is right- “human
order has at heart an equanimity”,
a balance or a deep longing for it; a
yearning for a peace of heart or peace
of soul, not just for ourselves but for
others. A yearning for people to have
their homes, their family safe and
no fuss –just a longing for “life-long
plenishment”.
This is what I have witnessed in these
last few weeks in Southern Tasmania.
Cash donations were promoted as the
best strategy and people wanted to
give, they wanted to do something.
They emptied their wallets and their
cupboards. A week later the Society
had warehouses and containers full of
boxed generosity.
Christ talked often of His Father’s
abundance: Give, and it will be given
to you. A good measure, pressed
down, shaken together and running
over, will be poured into your lap. For
with the measure you use, it will be
measured to you. (Luke 6:38).
The St Vincent de Paul Society in
Tasmanian certainly experienced
this overflowing abundance. For
the families of the fire affected
communities there is now a
distribution point for donated goods.
Christ spoke to people about it
often: “Give, and it will be given to
you. A good measure, pressed down,
shaken together and running over…” ♦
Tony Brennan is Southern Regional President of
the St Vincent de Paul Society in Tasmania.
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Why Ozanam still matters
B y B ruce D uncan C S s R

The 200th anniversary
since the birth of Frederic
Ozanam, the Blessed
founder of the St Vincent
de Paul Society, will be
marked on April 23, 2013.
The new millennium sparked such
hopes that, with the Cold War ended
and the world committing to the
Millennium Development Goals to
reduce rapidly the extent of global
poverty and hunger, a new era of
peace and prosperity was dawning.
Those hopes were soon shattered by
the terrorist attacks in New York, wars
in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the Global
Financial Crisis (GFC). What a difficult
time it has been.
Ozanam could relate readily with
these setbacks and disasters, as he
had experienced tragic defeats for the
Church and for social justice in his
own day. For most of his young life
he had campaigned vigorously for
the alleviation of poverty and social
distress. In 1836 he wrote that the
great issue was the social question:
“whether society will be a great
system of exploitation for the benefit
of the strongest, or a consecration of
each one for the welfare of all and
especially the protection of the weak.”
Born just two centuries ago, Ozanam
knew well the distress of violence
and war, along with the destitution
and injustice caused by the social and
economic systems of his day. Against
those who invoked religion in defence
of property and the ruling class,
Ozanam declared that Christ had made
concern for the poor and distressed
central to his message.
Ozanam argued strongly that equality
and fraternity were Christian values,
and agitated through his talks,
newspaper articles, and political
involvement for social reforms
10
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“It is hard for us to
appreciate today the
vitriol unleashed
against Ozanam
and his democratic
colleagues at that time.”

prefiguring what we today recognise as
the program of Christian Democracy.
He was one of the founders of the
newspaper, New Era, in early 1848,
propounding the social program of
Christian Democracy. He even stood
for election to the National Assembly,
unsuccessfully.
Yet in July 1848 he was called up
into the National Guard to put down
the uprising of 50,000 or more
insurgents in Paris. He encouraged
the Archbishop of Paris to negotiate
an amnesty for the rebels, but when
parleying with the workers, the
Archbishop was shot by a stray bullet.
The army put down the rebellion with
a loss of 10,000 dead and injured on
both sides. Ozanam never fired a shot.
Ozanam is in many ways a
contemporary with us. He had known

religious doubts in his youth, but
came to a profound conviction about
God as intensely concerned for the
wellbeing of everyone, but especially
the poor and marginalised. He wanted
the Church to give soul to a renewed
civilisation of justice and peace, with
the Church truly serving society,
especially the legions of poor and
dispossessed.
He was an outstanding intellectual,
a professor at the Sorbonne, a gifted
writer and talented speaker. His
Complete Works of academic writings
comprise 11 volumes. He did his
utmost to shape the course of events
in his day, but failed in much of
his efforts. He knew despondency
and heartbreak, especially as
most Catholics in France turned
to authoritarian regimes instead of

I doubt he would be surprised to
learn of the extent of the exploitation
by leading financial and banking
institutions, resulting in the GFC.
But perhaps he would be surprised
to see such extraordinary wealth
in our world today, alongside such
acute poverty in so many parts of the
world. The opportunities to alleviate
poverty and hunger in his day were
far more limited than in ours.
Yes, we have made extraordinary
economic progress in the decades
after the Second World War, but the
old ideology has revived to justify
increasing inequality and astonishing
concentrations of wealth, and power.
Leading economists like Joseph
Stiglitz and Jeffrey Sachs are warning
of the incredible power wielded by
the giant global corporations.

implementing Christian ideas of social
reform and uplift.
He was denounced by leading
Catholic apologists as a dangerous
radical. Louis Veuillot, one of the
most prominent Catholic writers,
condemned democracy as demonic.
The influential Veuillot insisted that
society needed slaves and that poverty
was ordained by God. Others argued
that only charity was useful, and the
poor would get their reward for their
sufferings in heaven. This was the
sort of “Pie in the sky when you die”
religiosity that Karl Marx and others
powerfully pilloried.
It is hard for us to appreciate today
the vitriol unleashed against Ozanam
and his democratic colleagues at
that time. No wonder he became ill.
Imagine his distress as he saw Catholic

leaders rushing to the side of political
reaction, and decisively alienating the
working classes.
Forced out of the public arena,
Ozanam did not abandon the
immediate practical aid to the poor
that he practised in the Society of St
Vincent de Paul.
If Ozanam were here today, I think
he would recognise very quickly the
source of much of our problems in
economic and global matters: the
economic ideology of what we call
neo-liberalism and he would have
called economic liberalism. Instead he
would be supporting reformers calling
for greater economic equality, breaking
up the great agglomerations of capital,
spreading ownership, and focusing
resources on lifting living standards
everywhere to a decent standard.

The battle Ozanam fought for
equality and fraternity – what today
we often term solidarity - needs to be
fought again, with all the energy and
expertise we can marshal, as Ozanam
did. Many in the French Church
in Ozanam’s day failed to hear his
message about the social implications
of the Gospel. That must not happen
today.
Fortunately we have a huge body
of documents and resources in the
Church urging us to place concern
for the poor and disadvantaged
at the centre of our work. As the
prophets of old frequently attested,
God despises the religiosity of those
who neglect care for the poor and
oppressed.
As Pope John Paul II said at the
beatification of Ozanam: “Ozanam
understands that charity should
lead us to work for the elimination
of injustices. Charity and justice go
together.” ♦
Bruce Duncan is a Redemptorist priest lecturing
at Yarra Theological Union in Melbourne. He is
director of the Yarra Institute for Religion and
Social Policy, and a founding member of Social
Policy Connections.
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Not an either-or when it
comes to lifting Newstart
The St Vincent de Paul
Society National Council
of Australia was one of 12
charities and not-for-profit
organisations to act as
signatories to a statement
on the campaign to increase
the Newstart Allowance on
March 7, 2013.
Peak community welfare groups and
charities today restated their call for a
$50 increase in Allowance payments
such as Newstart in this year’s Federal
Budget as a fundamental requirement
to help lift hundreds and thousands
of people out of worsening poverty in
Australia.
Media reports yesterday suggested the
Government is considering a proposal
to allow single parents and other
people on the Newstart Allowance to
keep more of their earnings before
losing benefits, rather than increasing
the Newstart payment itself. This is not
an ‘either or’ choice. While we need
to allow people to keep more of the
money they earn, we also need a more
adequate base payment.
There should not be a trade-off or the
central problem that current payment
levels are driving people further into
poverty and making it more difficult
for people to find paid work will be
missed. It is like filling potholes in a
road when the road should be rebuilt
The poverty experienced by people
on these very low payments, including
those parents who are unable to find
any paid work, is real and must be
addressed if we are going to make any
difference in the worsening plight of
people on allowance payments.
If the problem with Newstart
Allowance isn’t fixed then more and
more people will suffer a loss of
income as they are bumped down
from the pension onto Newstart. The
gap between the pension and Newstart
Allowance for a single adult without
12
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children is $140. For single parents on
Newstart it is $120 per week.

Allowance is a ‘temporary’ payment for
people in between jobs.

The evidence is clear that the
inadequate $35 a day payment is having
a devastating impact on people’s lives.
They are simply unable to keep a roof
over their head, feed themselves, pay
bills and look for work on a payment
that hasn’t been increased in real terms
for nearly 20 years.

We need a comprehensive approach to
this issue if we are really going to make
a difference to worsening poverty in
Australia, and provide people with a
hand up to participate in our society.

There’s no doubt that increasing the
amount people can keep before
they start losing their payment
is crucial, and this will help the
hundreds and thousands of people
already supplementing their income
through part time and casual work.
However this does nothing for the
most disadvantaged people on
unemployment benefits, especially
those with disabilities, mature age
people and single parents who are
unable to find paid work.
There are currently over 100,000 on
Newstart Allowance with a partial
capacity to work, with significant
disabilities. By 2014, one in five people
on Newstart will have a partial capacity
to work. Of the 789,976 on Newstart
and Youth Allowance, 253,000 have
been looking for work for more than
two years, 250,000 are aged over 45,
and 155,000 are aged over 50.
With one in five receiving the Newstart
Allowance for more than five years,
it can no longer be claimed that the

We are calling on the Federal
Government to listen to the
overwhelming body of evidence from
parliamentary inquiries, countless
reports from charities and community
groups, unions and business groups,
and its own Social Inclusion Board and
Henry Tax Review panel. ♦

Signatories to
this statement:
Australian Council of Social Service
Anglicare Australia
Australian Federation of Disability
Organisations
Australian Youth Affairs Coalition
Catholic Social Services Australia
COTA Australia
Jobs Australia
National Council of Single Mothers
and their Children
National Welfare Rights Network
St Vincent de Paul Society National
Council of Australia
The Benevolent Society
The Salvation Army

profile

Half a century of service
B y S r G wen T aml y n D C

especially places like Broken Hill,
Bourke and many of the small country
towns.

After eight years of working
on the St Vincent de Paul
Society’s NSW State Council
as Spiritual Advisor, our
Provincial asked me if there
was anything I would like
to do I said “I entered the
Daughters of Charity to
work with people who were
homeless and if it would
be possible I would like to
do that”. So now I am the
Pastoral Care worker for the
Daughters of Charity service
to the homeless people here
in Hutt Street, Adelaide.
As I enter my 50th year as a Daughter
of Charity the words that have
supported me and I have tried to live
by are from St. Luke’s Gospel 4:18
“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because
he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor”
Looking back on the eight years and
prior to that six years working with the
state youth committee there were many
good news stories especially with the
young people.
I felt to be a Spiritual Advisor one
needed to be at the coal face. When I
first went to Ashfield the then Parish
Priest invited me to start a youth
conference. These were young people
were either studying or had degrees.
We did some home visitation, but our
main work was with the boarding
houses. Often on a Sunday we would
provide a barbeque lunch for the
residents. Some of these people we
got to know fairly well most were
trying to get their lives together having
been on drugs. Some people we
invited to join the Mary MacKillop
program at Lewisham. There one of
the people from the boarding house
met a lady; they became engaged and

Working with the National Formation
Committee on joint projects and
meeting other people who were
passionate about our Vincentian
heritage.
When I first started working on State
Council I was concerned about the
Spiritual Reflections at Conferences.
As the Society has much to learn
from Saints Vincent, Saint Louise,
Blessed Frederic and Blessed Rosalie
Rendu. With the support of the NSW
Formation Committee we undertook
the task of writing these reflections
marrying them with the Sunday gospel
could enrich conference meetings.
Sr Gwen Tamlyn DC

were married at St Vincent de Paul
Society facility in Ashfield. Our youth
conference organised the wedding and
the reception afterwards. Two of that
state youth committee are now priests
and the others are all happily married.
Looking back to my time on State
Council there are also many happy
memories.

Over the years since I left NSW I have
kept up the friendship with many
people namely John and Imelda
O’Neil, Pat and Marion Lenard to
name a few.
As the big day approached on the
15, December 2012, the words of the
Magnificat keep coming to mind:
“The Almighty has done great things
for me” Luke 1:49

Firstly the wonderful conference
people who had little but were deeply
concerned about their neighbour and
would give the ‘widows mite’. This
was so apparent out in the country,

Recollections from
NSW State President
“I first met Sister Gwen Tamlyn when
I was appointed Vice President on the
NSW State Council in 2004. Gwen
was the Spiritual Adviser to State
Council who was always ready to
assist you in any spiritually related
endeavour that was undertaken. I
was tasked with establishing the Aged
Care Company in order to merge our

To be able to live this life and remain
faithful is perhaps one of the greatest
blessings one could experience
and with this comes peace, joy and
happiness. ♦
21 facilities into a cohesive group.
Gwen was extremely helpful to me in
establishing the company. She would
provide the liturgy for mass, spiritual
reflections, prayers and other related
items. Gwen was always ready to
listen to you if you had a problem. She
was always welcoming with that lovely
smile of hers. It was always a pleasant
experience working with her.”
Ray Reynolds
NSW State President
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Real voices for change
B y L ouise T arrant

Nerissa is in her early
thirties and works as
a security guard in the
Melbourne CBD. Her role
as a security guard is
vital – it is her presence
that ensures the safety
and security of every
person working in her
building.
As you can imagine, it’s not an easy
job – demanding, uncertain and
dangerous. Nerissa also worries about
lack of respect on the job, safety,
and retaining her rights at work.
Fluctuating pay-packets from week
to week, as her hours change and
other guards are let go, make things
even harder. Nerissa struggles daily
for security in all aspects of her life:
her building, her workmates and her
family.
But, Nerissa isn’t alone – according
to the Australian Council of Trade
Unions, up to 40 percent of Australian
jobs, vital jobs like security guards
and others – are classed as ‘insecure’.
This insecurity isn’t just apparent in
the workplace – jobs like Nerissa’s
create insecurity in every aspect of
daily life. This is an endemic problem
that speaks to bigger truths about the
changes in our economy and society
over the past thirty years.
Nerissa is a member of United
Voice, one of Australia’s largest
unions, organising and representing
hard-working and under-valued
Australians in work across vital
services like security, cleaning, early
childhood education, health and
aged care. For Nerissa and others,
insecurity starts with employment
in jobs that are under-valued by
society and by employers. This
results in low investment in training,
limited career progression, low
14
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levels of employment security,
underemployment, high levels
of unpaid overtime, intensifying
workloads and low pay translating to
low superannuation contributions.
But employment insecurity is just
one piece of the puzzle of the last
three decades. Members of the
St Vincent de Paul Society have
asked a simple question about the
causes of injustice in our society. To
understand employment security, we
need to understand the structural
causes of insecurity and inequality
that drive the experience of those in
precarious work.

For Nerissa and others,
insecurity starts with
employment in jobs that
are under-valued by
society and by employers.
The 1980s saw a revolution in how
western governments and business
began to reshape our economies and
democracies. Following the postWorld War II compact that saw social
cohesion and equitable economic
gains as a robust response to the rise
of pre-war fascism, a more aggressive
narrative emerged from the 1980s

This results in low
investment in training,
limited career progression,
intensifying workloads
and much more.
economy and society, in a way that
builds real power for working people.
What would a democratic response
to the challenges on insecurity look
like? How can working people and
their communities strengthen our
ability to better our lives and change
our society?
Organisations like Vinnies exist to
tell the stories of those who don’t
have a voice. Members of United
Voice – like Nerissa - are speaking
truth to their own concerns in an
ambitious project called Real Voices
for Change.

onward. This new phase was based
on individual rather than collectivist
responses, more mobile capital less
encumbered by social responsibility
and waning allegiance to the state
as protector and provider, ceding
that function to markets and
commercial activity.
The result of these broad shifts is
the rise of insecurity in all its forms.
The insecurity that workers are
now exposed to has a complex and
compounding impact on workers
and their communities. They face a
double bind: on the one hand they
are losing the income and security

associated with decent jobs, but,
on the other, they are paying for
additional activities that are new
to the family budget. So, whilst
Nerissa struggles in an insecure
job, she is also worried about her
family’s future. Outside of work,
Nerissa is concerned about our
environment and wants everyone
to be able to have a real say in our
society and economy.
The question that arises for social
justice advocates, whether it is the
union movement or Vinnies, is
about political response is needed
to respond to the changes in our

Real Voices for Change is an exciting
conversation: United Voice members
are engaging and speaking about
what issues are central to their lives,
as well as their ideas for a better
society. Through Real Voices for
Change, 25,000 real workers and real
Australians have told their stories and
shared their ideas on how we can
make Australia more secure – secure
in the workplace and secure in daily
life. Real Voices aims to develop
a shared vision of society which
is grounded in the experiences
and desires of our members and
to take that vision and fight for it.
But, Nerissa and other United Voice
members can’t do this alone. We
want to partner with like-minded
advocates for social justice – with
people who search out the structural
causes of inequality and speak truth
to the struggles of everyday people. ♦
You can add your voice for change
at www.unitedvoice.org.au/
realvoices
Louise Tarrant is the National Secretary of
United Voice, which represents childcare, aged
care, cleaning, and hospitality workers.
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Single parents say no to poverty
B y T erese E dwards

The Government’s
controversial
decision to remove the
‘grandfathering’ clause
forcing recipients of the
modest Single Parenting
Payment to Newstart
has rendered some of
our more vulnerable
families to a distressing
and bleak place. On New
Year’s Day we witnessed
just fewer than 85,000
single parent families,
mostly headed up by
mums, try to comprehend
the magnitude of their
loss; and that this has
come about because
their youngest child had
already celebrated their
eighth birthday.
Women reported that they live in
fear of defaulting on their rent. They
know that they are already living in
the cheapest accommodation even
if it is far from ideal; such as the
mum who shares the one bedroom
unit (plus study) in Perth with three
large teenage sons. We also heard
the heartbreaking story of a mum
who tried to book into a homeless
shelter knowing that come January
1, 2013 she could not afford her rent,
while another mum spent Christmas
searching for a friendly driveway to
park her car and live in it with her
nine year old daughter.
Proud mothers break down when they
talk about the impact but the pain
is most acute when they relay how
this has impeded the lives of their
children and explain that basics such
as feeding, clothing, educating and
providing adequate health care have
16
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Three out of every five single
parents, or 40,385, reported
earnings and were already
working. These families have
suffered loses up to $120 per
week which they will not be
able to recuperate.
turned into a weekly struggle. Small
treats such as inviting a friend over
for tea or hiring a DVD in the school
holidays are elusive. A childhood
peppered with poverty and hardship
is a cruel and insidious outcome for a
country as rich as Australia.
At the time that the policy was
announced, May 2012, there were
some significant and crucial gaps, and
it is fair to state that these gaps have
increased under the scrutiny of key
stakeholder’s analysis, Government
Inquiries, and the voices of those

impacted. This is an inexcusable
outcome. Since 2006 there are 46,000
families struggling on Newstart and
in desperate need of assistance; we
already knew that it was flawed policy.

What was missing from the
policy formation?
What is missing is evidence that
supports the notion that forcing single
mother families from a parenting
payment to Newstart (when the
youngest child turns eight) has resulted
in an increase in the family income,
security and welfare. Conversely, there
is overwhelming evidence to support
the opposite outcome.
A formal review of the housing impact;
such as an analysis upon the increase of
housing stress, the amount of women
who were forced to relocate, lost their
house and or became homeless due to
the reduction in income.

Indigenous women and their
networks were also overlooked
despite the complexity of entrenched
disadvantage and lack of access to
services in rural and remote areas.

What we know:
The impacts mostly hit single mother
families, who are already faring
poorly and will struggle to survive.
Families battling the cost of living on
$321 per week will have a minimum
loss of $60 per week.
Three out of every five single
parents, or 40,385, reported earnings
and were already working. These
families have suffered loses up to
$120 per week which they will not
be able to recuperate.

A deafening silence upon the
education, safety and wellbeing for
children and a failure to measure the
impact upon children who reside in a
family that have a payment, which sits
77 per cent below the poverty line.
Consideration of women and
children’s safety. The legislation is at
odds with the Government’s agenda
to reduce violence against women
and children with no strategy to
address some of the anticipated
consequences such as women not
having the financial means required
to relocate and or flee. Impeding their
capacity to protect themselves and
their children.
Engagement and consultation
between the Government, its
Department and key stakeholders
i.e. single mothers. This basic
civic consultation was completely
absent and was cited in the Senate
Committee’s Report.

The Government itself has publically
stated concerns with the Senate
Committee affirming reservations that
the cuts would not help sole parents
into paid work, and also dismissed
the argument that placing all sole
parents on the lowest payments
was “fair”. The Senate Committee’s
recommendations were ignored.

will exacerbate other problems, such
as violence and lack of services, that
weigh heavily on remote Indigenous
communities.
One in ten parents (6,895) provides daily
care for a child or adult with a significant
disability and receives the Carer
Allowance of $115 per fortnight.
One in ten (6,496) parents’ Centrelink
records indicate that they have one or
more “vulnerability indicators”, which
are used to indicate the existence of
problems such as a mental illness,
homelessness, significant caring
responsibilities or a serious illness. These
families will be stranded.
Women will be forced to stop studying
and the barriers for further study have
increased as the Pension Education
Supplement is not available for recipients
of Newstart.
The United Nations wrote to the
Government on October 19, 2012. A reply
to their comprehensive correspondence
and questions is yet to occur.

Women’s voices

Twenty-two per cent of working
single parents (8,834 in total) have
lost eligibility for any income support
payment, under the stricter Newstart
Allowance income test. These
parents would also lose access to the
highly valued Pensioner Concession
Card, which can be worth about $30
per week.

The angst and anxiety has turned to
action and women are speaking out, they
are marching and demanding a better
outcome. The claim that it’s about jobs
and assistance is wearing thin. It is my
observation that the terrain moved in
January, and this matter is gaining greater
community awareness and support,
aided by a more empathic media and
willingness to discuss difficult topics such
as child poverty. The National Council
of Single Mothers and Their Children is
in contact with Members of Parliament
whose initial ‘niggles’ have developed into
public statements of concerns. It is our
hope that the much awaited and overdue
changes to Newstart will either occur
before, or be the headline announcement
in the May 2013 Budget. ♦

Six and a half per cent of all
parents affected by the policy are
Indigenous, and the payments cuts

Terese Edwards is the Chief Executive Officer of
the National Council of Single Mothers and Their
Children.

The Joint Parliamentary Human
Rights Committee found that
legislation before Parliament to cut
the incomes of single parent families
could “deprive” single parent families
and their children “of minimum
essential levels of social security”.
Their recommendation was also
ignored.
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Mental health and detention
b y rik sutherland

Stories of suffering
Sayed was a high school English
teacher in Afghanistan, before the
war. During the conflict that began in
2001, he was asked to be a translator
by NATO soldiers because of his
proficiency in English. He refused,
fearing retribution against him or his
family if he complied. He was already
at risk from the Taliban for being
ethnically Hazara.
But merely the fact that he had been
approached by NATO was enough.
The Taliban sought Sayed out and
attempted to murder him with
grenades, when he was in the street.
Sayed survived, but suffered severe
physical and mental trauma.
After fleeing to Australia, Sayed was
put into detention, and was questioned
about his ethnicity and refugee status.
During questioning, Sayed’s story was
not believed: he was told he “was not
Hazara”, because he did not “look
like one”, and because he spoke
English too well. This inaccurate and
insensitive racial profiling severely
affected the already vulnerable.
Although the situation was much
later rectified, Sayed became acutely
depressed, like many refugees do in
detention.
Another such refugee was Karim. He
was suffering severe mental distress
in the hopeless, helpless isolation of
detention. Ultimately, he attempted to
end his own life, by drinking an entire
bottle of shampoo, and then lying on
the roof of a building in the hot sun
waiting to die.
The Department of Immigration and
Citizenship’s policy at the time was that
no one was allowed to take water to
anyone on a roof: Karim was expected
to have the mental and physical
resources to see the error of his ways,
and climb down. So he lay on the
roof, with no one allowed to help
18
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him. His friends, who were gathered
below, became increasingly distressed,
as did Serco service officers. Some
were in tears. Finally, a St Vincent
de Paul Society volunteer who was
onsite convinced government officers
to allow several Hazara men to go up
onto the roof, and provide Karim with
food and water.

Our moral duty

detention then takes away what little
freedom and self-determination they
had. The evidence is absolutely clear
that detention directly causes extreme
sadness and suffering in refugees:
86% of asylum seekers in detention
experience mental illness,1 such as
depression, and the suicide rate for
men in detention is an incredible
41 times higher than the Australian
average.2

These two stories are real (although
names have been changed), and have
been witnessed by members of the
St Vincent de Paul Society who
visit and provide comfort to those
in detention. They highlight the
terrible suffering of unprocessed
refugees in Australia. These brave
people arrive on our shores already
severely disadvantaged: traumatised,
and without family, friends, money,
or home to go back to. Mandatory

The National Council has advocated
strongly against immigration detention
for these reasons. As a nation, we have
a moral duty to support those who
arrive on our doorstep seeking help,
and we should welcome them into
our community. Such an approach,
founded in understanding and
compassion, would vastly increase the
mental wellbeing of asylum seekers,
as well as significantly improve their
economic and social integration when
they are granted permanent visas.

If the Minister, or those who run
detention centres, breaches this duty
by undertaking action that could have
foreseeably caused harm to detainees,
then the detainee will be able to pursue
legal remedies,6 just the same as any
other victim of negligence in Australia.

Conclusion
Current political discourse around
“deterrence” strongly suggests that
asylum seekers somehow deserve to
suffer, and to be made an example
of. However, if the mental suffering of
people in detention can be causally
linked to actions or inactions of the
government, then legal accountability in
negligence is able to follow. This may
be an area in which we see a growing
number of claims, either as numbers
of those in detention increase, or as
asylum seekers become more aware
of the protections they are entitled to
under Australian law.

It would also bring huge benefits to
Australians, as community placements
bring cultural rewards to all involved,
as well as short- and long-term
economic benefits.

A range of legal
obligations
In addition to our moral duties to
asylum seekers, their relationship with
us is also governed by a variety of
legal principles. Under international
law, people have the right to seek
asylum from persecution, and once
they are here our treatment of them
must comply with various international
laws. There is a large group of voices,
the National Council’s among them,
who believe that mandatory detention
is in breach of international law.
In addition to international law, the
High Court has held that our domestic

Australian law also applies equally to
asylum seekers in detention as to others
in Australia.3
One example is the legal doctrine of
negligence, which states that we all
have a “duty of care” to those who
might foreseeably be affected by our
actions or inactions, and we must
therefore take reasonable precautions
not to cause harm to others. If someone
breaches this duty, they may have to
pay damages. It is this doctrine that has
led to the field of medical and other
professional negligence.

The National Council will continue to
fight the current system of mandatory
detention, which we perceive is guided
by ad hoc and reactive politics, and
instead argue for a system that is rooted
in principle, both moral and legal. ♦
Rik Sutherland is the Research Officer for the
St Vincent de Paul Society National Council of
Australia.
See for example Robjant et al, “Mental health
implications of detaining asylum seekers: systematic
review” British Journal of Psychiatry (2009) 194(4)
306–12; Steel et al, “Psychiatric status of asylum seeker
families held for a protracted period in a remote
detention centre in Australia” Australian and New
Zealand Journal of Public Health (2004) 28(6) 527 – 36;
Green and Eager, “The health of people in Australian
immigration detention centres” Medical Journal of
Australia 192(2) 65–70.

1

Dudley M (2003), ‘Contradictory Australian national
policies on self-harm and suicide: The case of asylum
seekers in mandatory detention’, Australasian Psychiatry,
11(Supplement), S102-S108.

2

But the doctrine also applies to
actions of the Minister for Immigration
regarding asylum seekers: case law
has reinforced that the Minister owes
a duty of care to all non-citizens in
immigration detention.4 Moreover,
the duty not to cause harm does not
only pertain to physical harm, but also
to the mental wellness of detainees.5

Behrooz v Secretary, Dept of Immigration and
Multicultural Affairs and Ors (2004) 208 ALR 271 [21];
[219]. Upheld in S v Secretary DIMIA (2005) 216 ALR 252
at [1].

3

4

S v Secretary DIMIA (2005) 216 ALR 252.

5

S v Secretary DIMIA (2005) 216 ALR 252.

Behrooz v Secretary, Dept of Immigration and
Multicultural Affairs and Ors (2004) 208 ALR 271.
6
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Ingredients for social
inclusion are already here
B y D r J ohn F al z on

As economies change
and societies change new
progressive forces spring
up from within them.
These new forces emerge
in full flower from time to
time in history; sometimes
loudly on the streets,
sometimes very quietly. Old
structures are threatened
by them and seek to put
them down.
This is where we need to collectively
imagine the real!
Working with what we’ve got, but
creating new potentials for social
change into the future, we are in a
position to imagine and to build the
reality we believe is both possible and
necessary.
So, what is to be done?
In Waiting for Godot, Samuel Beckett
has the play begin with Estragon’s
line, ‘Nothing to be done.’ It ends with
Estragon asking his fellow tramp, ‘Well,
shall we go?’ and Vladimir answering,
‘Yes, let’s go’. But Beckett’s stage
direction, just before the curtain comes
down, reads, ‘They do not move’.

SENATOR KNOWLES—So, is he paying
for all the children? Is he contributing?

said to us that you were earning only
$300-odd a week?

MS PARAJO—Yes.

MS PARAJO—Yes, that is right.

SENATOR KNOWLES—So, that is added
to your disposable income?

SENATOR KNOWLES—What is your
total income when we put all of the
other facets together?

A dramatic image that is salutary for us
in the new millennium.

MS PARAJO—Yes, I receive that, I
receive the child support.

They do not move.

SENATOR KNOWLES—Are you also
receiving the family tax benefit from
Centrelink?

Which is why we must do the moving.
Let me recount a little slice of transcript
from the Senate Inquiry into Poverty.
It involves an unequal encounter
between a Senator and a low-paid
hotel worker, Florencia Parajo, who has
just explained how hard it is to support
her children on her meagre income:
SENATOR KNOWLES—Ms Parajo, is
the father of your children paying any
child support?
MS PARAJO—Yes.
20
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MS PARAJO—Yes, but that is not
enough. That is why I am still working.
SENATOR KNOWLES—No, I understand
that. But when you combine your
child support payment from your exhusband, or the father of your children,
your wages and the family tax benefit ...
MS PARAJO—It is still not enough.
SENATOR KNOWLES—No, but you

MS PARAJO—Yes, even if I put it all
together my children need basic needs.
Family assistance is only for food.
But for things like electricity, gas and
whatever—basic needs for everyday
life—it is not enough. I have to give
them proper guidance and proper
education.
SENATOR KNOWLES—I am not
disputing any of that. I am just saying
we are only getting part of the picture
because a person in your circumstance
actually gains income from other sources
as well as just the job that you are doing
for 20 hours a week.

was obvious. She spent the month
before she had to move desperately
trying to rent a home for her family, but
at $450 to $550 a week she could not
afford anything on the rental market.
“When we saw her she was staying
with a relative and her two children in a
two-bedroom flat (eight people in a twobedroom flat). The whole family was
obviously very depressed. Mum felt she
was letting her children down because
she had always managed without ever
asking for help, and kept a roof over
their heads. We talked to her about
getting access to public housing, and
she told us she had been on the list for
over twelve years. We advocated on her
behalf, and got her on Housing’s priority
list. She was homeless for a further four
weeks before she got a government
house.

MS PARAJO—Yes. The father needs to
give support to the children of $200 a
week or something like that. But my
husband is also receiving a low income.”
And the Senator was silenced! Such was
the power of truth spoken in the face of
power.
In the last words of The Unnameable,
closing his great mid-century trilogy of
novels, Beckett allows us all the hope
we need with the following words:
“You must go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go
on.”
So often you can see this spirit heroically
lived out by people struggling to make
ends meet. It is also all we need to
struggle collectively against the fruits of
colonisation.
Because the internal—as well as
external—colonisation of places and
people is still going on.

At worst, people are marginalised,
publicly demonised, blamed for their
own marginalisation, and then subjected
to ever more punitive forms of coercion
and control.
At best, decisions are made as to what
is best for them, so as to include them
and enable them (induce them?) to
participate.
The following is from a report on
homelessness and housing stress
compiled by St Vincent de Paul Society
members in Canberra:
“We assisted a single mother with four
children, who we had not seen before.
She was living in an affordable private
rental for ten years, but at the end of
her current lease the landlord reclaimed
the property, put in a new kitchen, and
rented the home out for $500 a week.
This would be all of her fortnightly
income. As she talked to us her distress

“The impact of this housing crisis on
this family was horrendous. The eldest
child was very worried. She said, ‘I don’t
know who this woman is but she is not
my mum. My mum can always make
everything work, and even when money
is tight she is always happy. I want her
back!’ The two middle children went
from [being] happy A-grade students to
students who were being bullied every
day for being homeless and failing
almost every class. The youngest, only
four years old, kept asking his mum why
he had no home, and thought he had no
home and no bedroom because he had
done something wrong.
“Mum was an absolute mess and on
medication for severe depression.
When she got the news that she had a
government house she cried and could
not stop thanking us for our meagre
assistance. We got a lovely thank
you card from this lady and have not
needed to assist her again. This family
had a huge impact on us emotionally,
too, and we [have] spent a lot of time
since counselling each other due to our
distress.”
continued on page 25 
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THE MAIL
Dignity, faith and
hope in the outback
In August last year my Dad, Bernie
Keogh, who is a member of the
St Vincent de Paul Society Conference
in Geraldton called me to suggest
that we get organised for the Fitzroy
Crossing Family Christmas a little earlier
than usual in 2012, which I agreed was
a good idea.

Over the last few years it has been an
onerous task to organise an event that
brings the spirit and joy of Christmas
to those that need it most, especially
at the hottest time of the year. The
opportunity to put a smile on the faces
of local families is a great pleasure. This
year the event attracted the support of
over 20 organisations, not the usual 12
or so community volunteers to help
with the presents, cooking, and serving
food donated by the Shire of Derby
West Kimberley.

Photo: Nick Brady

The Society Western Australia again
donated $5,000 for the 360 toys that
Dad had arranged to buy and transport
out of Geraldton. We also had 100 food
hampers to give away thanks to the
support of Foodbank Western Australia.

Excitement builds at the Fitzroy Crossing Family Christmas held on December 13, 2012.

musicians and everyone in the
community that has given so much to
A Christmas committee was established make this event a success. A special
and the date for the event was set for
mention ought to go to Jenni Sharman
December 13. I was fortunate enough
and a big thank you to KRSP, Keith
to be able to attend each event on the
Wood, Leedal and IGA, Shire of Derby
day and experience the community’s
and West Kimberley, HAWK NOW
unity. It was great to see everybody
Program, Belinda Bonfield, G & V
who turned out and enjoy the breakfast, Roberts, the Men’s Shed, Garnduwa
including Ben Wyatt MLA, then the
, Emily Slaughter, Marninwarntikura
morning tea and lastly the dinner, and
staff, Kalacc, Marra Worra Worra,
all those who participated in and or
Leopold Station, ITEC employment,
assisted in all the different activities
Nindilingarri, Ngyali Roadhouse,
which surrounded our town’s biggest
Dr Sawfish, Reen Plumbing; Red
Family Christmas day celebration ever.
Beard Painting and Western Gospel
Ministries.
The success of the day was testimony
to the hard work and consideration of
A week after the gathering a
too many individuals for me to have
contingent of volunteers helped
named, so I am glad Jen Sharman
to organise the distribution of the
made a list, see below. The number
hampers and special thanks go to
of services and businesses that got
Roslyn Siddon, Irene Jimbidee, Denise
Cotterill, and Dr Raj and wife Lisa. On
involved was truly inspirational. The
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Christmas Eve I joined with Warren
from the River of Christ Church, and
Phil from Junjuwa Peoples Church to
distribute 100 food hampers.
The whole day was made so much
easier by the kind spirit of Ronnie
George who donated his truck and
also loaded the four pallets of food
on board and ready to go the night
before. The offer of help to distribute
the hampers from the Fitzroy Crossing
Police and Department of Child
Protection was not needed in the end.
A final thank you goes out to Senior
Constable Nick Brady for taking
photos that captured the spirit of the
day. It is with dignity, faith and hope
that we continue to build a strong
sense of community in the Fitzroy
Valley. ♦
Daron Keogh
Fitzroy Crossing

Wishful thinking
on social housing
I wish to comment on two articles
in The Record of Summer 201213, one is the letter from Kirsten
Murray (the Mail) and the other
is the subject “calculating the cost
of homelessness” by CEO Dr John
Falzon.
Kirsten quite rightly asks the
government to weed out those who
are possibly not being honest or
rorting welfare, and there have been
examples of such cheats exposed on
TV. But the task is not an easy one
for the Social Welfare Authority. With
modern technology and surveillance,
more people rorting the system
are being caught out, prosecuted,
and ordered to pay back their
ill-gotten gain. This is cold comfort
for sole parents doing it tough, but
at least the mechanism for catching
the culprits is now proving more
effective, and hopefully will get
better in the future.
Dr Falzon’s comment of the need for
a “re-investment in social housing
as a social good” makes sound
common-sense. But why don’t the
government and our affluent society
hear the cry of the Poor? Simply
because low-cost housing will
depress the private-sector housing
market and cause prices to come
tumbling down! Greedy landlords
and corporate giants wield enormous

influence on government policy
and don’t want this to happen.
In Darwin, the rents of Housing
Commission homes are gradually
being raised in line with market
prices, making it hard for the tenants.
So, the reality of social housing
for the poor is still a long way off
and must be regarded as wishful
thinking.

In conclusion, I would like to quote
Mahatma Gandhi, who said of the
people around him “I like your Christ,
but I don’t like you Christians. You
Christians are not like your Christ”.
Maybe this is true in Australia as it was
in India, where I was born. ♦
Les Fern
Darwin

A ClAssiC of ignAtiAn spirituAlity
The Ignatian Exercises are put in a fresh, down-to-earth manner by an author who draws
on many years of pastoral experience and personal reflection, especially on the Scriptures.
It is a book for lay and religious who want reassurance in their journey (The Swag). A very
readable, practical and rich book, full of wise and helpful insights, in particular into the
meaning of contemplation and the importance of freedom (Spiritual Director).

SurE BEATS SEllIng CArdIgAnS 172 pp. rrp $24.95 plus $7.00 p&p (incl gST)
Available from your religious bookstore or direct from the publisher.
david lovell Publishing PO Box 44 Kew East VIC 3102 tel 03 9859 0000 fax 03 9859 9584
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from the archives | M ike M oran

Disaster relief dates back to 1898
B y M ike M oran

“South Gippsland is red-eyed and
heartbroken”, reported the Argus on
4 February. Thousands of people lost
their homes and everything in them.
Twelve died.
There were heroes, as always arise
in disasters. Near Warragul, Teddy
Fowler, proprietor of the railway
cafe, volunteer fireman and staunch
freemason, arrived on his horse at a
scene of despair. A burning house was
still occupied but rescuers could not
even see the house, 800 metres away,
for flames and smoke. Fowler rode
through the inferno and disappeared,
returning minutes later with a threeyear-old girl. He then rode back in
through the flames and saved her
disabled father.
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imagE courtesy of The Victorian State Library

It happened early, in Victoria. In
January and February 1898, South
Gippsland was ravaged by bushfires.
The Red Tuesday fires, as they
became known after their worst day,
raged for several weeks in a summer
heatwave, across a vast area. They
burned near Melbourne, at Sassafras
and Ferntree Gully, and at Yan Yean
to the north. They burned to the west
at Neerim South and Warragul and
down through isolated localities in
the Strzelecki Ranges. They burned as
far as Foster and Toora, near Wilson’s
Promontory.

imagE: The Victorian Heritage Database

Fires in Tasmania, floods
in Queensland, and once
again the St Vincent de
Paul Society mounts
appeals for those afflicted.
It’s a familiar story Vinnies to the rescue. But
our founding activity was
visitation – visiting the
poor at home and the sick
in hospital. When did we
first become involved in
disaster relief?

Top:‘The homestead saved - An incident of the Great Gippsland Fire of 1898’ painted by JA Turner.
Bottom: The St Vincent de Paul Society men’s home in Fitzroy.

Good citizens came to the rescue
too. Volunteers from the Melbourne
militia went to Gippsland “at their
own charge” to live and fight the
fires. And in Melbourne our Society
mounted its first disaster relief
appeal.
We started early on 15 January,
turning our Fitzroy men’s home into
a receiving depot and immediately
sending all available clothing to
afflicted areas. Then we formed
an appeal committee, organising
volunteers to receive, sort, pack
and despatch relief supplies, mostly
bedding and bales of clothing.
Our appeal ran through February.
Some private individuals donated
whole wardrobes of clothing to the

committee. Even children contributed
items.
All our parcels were delivered for
free by Mayne Nickless, still a familiar
name in Australian industry but then
in its early days a parcel delivery
company.
The Fitzroy City Press provided a
vivid picture: “in case of the dreadful
calamities by fire in Gippsland, gifts
have poured in with astonishing speed
... There is one place in Fitzroy which
is just now very much more like an
old curiosity shop than a charitable
institution, i.e. the St Vincent de Paul
Home for Men, 311 Fitzroy Street,
which has for so many years opened
its doors to men destitute of money,

home or food ... At present it is utilised
for something quite new, and clothes,
boots, bedclothes and mattresses,
house utensils of every description are
to be seen, and bags and bundles
yet unopened, the contents of which
can only be guessed at ...”
In all the Society despatched nearly
52,000 items of clothing, and bedding.
“Many sad hearts”, wrote the Fitzroy
City Press, “must have been lightened
by parcels from Fitzroy”. A new kind
of work, disaster relief, became part of
the Society’s mission.
The Fitzroy Men’s Home is of interest
in its own right. The Society’s night
shelters and crisis accommodation
comprise a major chapter of our
history. The Fitzroy Home, opened
in October 1887, was the first shelter
for homeless men established by
the Society in Australia (although
the Ladies Association of Charity,
associated with the men’s Society, had
established a shelter for women one
month earlier).
It faced enormous demand from the
outset, as an early report demonstrates.
In one month alone in 1889, “646
homeless men, consisting of 375
labourers, 24 carpenters, 44 boot
makers and tailors, 15 printers, 30
cooks and bakers, 20 grooms and
coachmen, 35 masons and plasterers,
20 farmers and gardeners, 21
hairdressers and waiters, and 62 clerks
and storemen were supplied with beds
and breakfasts”.
The Home occupied several sites
in Fitzroy during the 20 years of its
existence (1887-1907). At the time
of Red Tuesday it occupied a twostorey building at 311 Fitzroy Street.
This building still stands. Although
heritage-listed, it is not on the Council’s
Fitzroy Heritage Walk. However, it
played a notable part in the history
of the Society, the suburb and even
Gippsland. ♦

continued from page 21
Social policy is a whole cloth. It
is naïve at best and deceitful at
worst to maintain that piecemeal
programmes, no matter how good
they are in themselves, can be
any substitute for an over-arching
strategy for genuine inclusion and
empowerment.
It is also completely
unconscionable for anyone to
suggest that people who are on the
margins of society, are to blame for
their own exclusion; that somehow
their choices set them apart.
In his address at the Westin Hotel
in 2006, the then Prime Minister of
Australia, John Howard, set out the
five challenges facing the nation.
The fifth challenge, as he saw it,
was framed as being the greatest:
“… to maintain our great national
unity, our social cohesion and,
above all, our egalitarian spirit. I
am proud of what this government
has done to modernise our social
welfare system and to support the
weak and vulnerable in our society
… We need to find innovative
ways to break the vicious cycles
of poor parenting, low levels of
education, unemployment, and
health problems that can afflict
some individuals and communities.
And we need to reinforce the
virtuous cycles of caring families,
strong learning environments,
good jobs, and healthy lifestyles
that allow others to succeed in a
competitive world. We need to
find ways of restoring order to
zones of chaos in some homes and
communities, zones of chaos that
can wreck young Australian lives.”
The ‘zones of chaos’ metaphor is
both powerful and provocative. It
reflects the strategic assumption
of a national or global order

endangered by the exceptions to
this order. I quote this to you so we
may not forget that marginalised
Australians continue to live with the
fruits of this ideological reasoning.
I would also put to you, while
most of us would agree with the
thesis that there are postcodes of
disadvantage and this can indeed be
empirically shown, we have good
reason to be wary of putting all our
social inclusion eggs in the spatial
disadvantage basket.
I would also like to sound a critical
note of warning regarding the
less empirically-based thesis that
disadvantaged communities are
sorely lacking in social capital. It
could also be argued that in many
of these communities there is a very
strong sense of social capital and
less insularity than in many areas of
relative affluence.
I am reminded of the comments
of Professor Mark Peel, of Monash
University, to the effect that it is
capital rather than social capital that
is sorely needed in communities of
concentrated disadvantage.
All the necessary ingredients for
social inclusion are already here.
What we need in order to make
it a reality, however, is a massive,
systematic redistribution of hope,
organised and orchestrated from
below; a redistribution of concrete
hope rather than the cheap variety
that drips from the mouths of all
sorts of ‘evangelists’ and marketeers.
As Augustine of Hippo put it:
“Hope has two beautiful daughters.
Their names are anger and courage.
Anger at the way things are and
courage to see that they do not
remain the way they are.” ♦
This is an edited extract from The language
of the unheard. http://garrattpublishing.
com.au/index.php/product/9781921946356-

Michael Moran is the St Vincent de Paul Society
National Council of Australia Archivist.
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obituary

Mackay mourns Vincentian icon
Florence Vera
Doolan
17 January, 1919
to 3 January, 2012
Flo Doolan, was born Florence Vera
D’Arcy on the 17 January, 1919 in
Townsville, after which her family
moved to Cooktown and she was sent
to live with her maternal aunt at Mena
Creek, just outside Innisfail, the site
of the famous Paronella Park. At the
age of 17 she married James Henry
Doolan. She had her daughter Veronica
in 1945, and then four years later she
had son James. An Anglican until the
birth of Veronica, she and baby were
baptised into the Catholic faith, which
subsequently became very important to
her. When the family moved to Mackay,
one work she gladly undertook was
in cleaning the St Patrick’s Church,
a daunting task, with lots of brass
to polish and hundreds of pews to
wipe down. She loved the church and
dedicated her life to working with it in
many ways.
Ignoring any contrary comments,
Flo believed that through her hard
work, sacrifice and penance she could
work her family’s way into heaven.
She became a tireless volunteer, first
tackling the First Communion Cake at
St Patrick’s Convent School. For over
20 years, on Tuesdays, Flo volunteered
service at Mackay Vinnies Centre
Store. She then went on to a founding
member of St Peter’s (Prisoners’ Aid)
Conference, which is a unique Special
Work of St Vincent de Paul Society
in Mackay. That work is to support
families and their loved ones who
are inmates of Etna Creek prison just
outside Rockhampton. Flo would attend
meetings and Vincentian home visits,
and would go along on fortnightly bus
trips to the prison to offer support and
help to visiting families. She worked
tirelessly in any capacity allotted to her.
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Florence Doolan

Past President of St Peter’s, Rose Neaton,
remembers Flo as a friendly committed
and outgoing member. She was always
happy to work away behind the scenes
and spurned acknowledgement of
her work, dedication and loyalty. With
Flo, the word “selflessness” springs to
mind, as she always put herself last and
hated being a bother to anyone. She
was a terrific cook and put her heart
into making beautifully fresh and tasty
sandwiches for St Peter’s bus trips to
the Rockhampton Correctional Centre.
She is sadly missed by the St Peter’s
members.
Flo also became a foundation member
of St Dymphna’s Conference, another
outreach of Mackay Vinnies. Its special
work is to give support to people and
families who suffer from mental health
issues. Flo was always available for
visitation, be it to homes or the Base
Hospital. In this work she would visit
the psychiatric ward at the Mackay
Base Hospital most weeks to talk to the
patients and do craft work with them.
After Flo was in her late 70’s she looked
after a number of elderly women,
although some of those were younger

than she was. She would visit them
several times a day, perform messages
and do any odd jobs that they needed,
and often cooked for them. When her
family complained that she was doing
too much even to the detriment to
herself, she waved all complaints aside
because she knew that these people had
no one else to care and comfort them.
In later years Flo was well known for
her startling blue “Dame Edna” hair and
for her regular cycling an old pushbike
around town. She used that bicycle
regularly until she was in her early 80’s
when the family felt that it was unsafe
for her to ride on the busy roads. Flo
lived and breathed for her family and
they acknowledge that she was the glue
that held them all together. Unbeknown
to her, she taught her family about love,
patience, perseverance and faith, all by
the example of her daily life. When,
sadly, she died in Mackay at 93 years
old on 23 January, 2012, we farewelled
a great icon, wife and mother, volunteer,
and a tireless and loyal Vincentian. ♦
Précis of Eulogy by her Grandson with input from
Rose Neaton and Peter G. Wright

reflection

Feasting with friends
A sit-down meal with
table service delivered free
is helping restore some
respect to those living below
the poverty line. Feast with
Friends, which started as
a low-key idea to make a
difference, is proving a
winner for Vinnies Young
Adults.
The monthly meals are offered to those
in the community who are doing it
tough and who would otherwise go
without. The Navy Club provides the
venue free of charge and the threecourse meals are prepared, cooked,
served and shared by Vinnies Young
Adults.
Photos: St Vincent de Paul Society of Tasmania

Four young Vincentians met together
late last year to consider how they
could make a difference even with
busy university studies and work
commitments. Feast with Friends was
an obvious option when so many in
the community are going without.
The first Feast with Friends, on the
lawns of the Holy Spirit Church at
Sandy Bay, drew just three people.
Growth since has been spectacular,
with over 70 enjoying the final Feast
with Friends for 2012. A solid number
of young adults continue to volunteer
each month to keep the meal running.

Young Vincentians relax at a Feast with Friends night in Hobart.

St Vincent de Paul Society Youth
Coordinator Sarah Davidson says that
depending on volunteers, sponsorship
and demand, Vinnies Young Adults
is planning to double the frequency
and make it a fortnightly Feast from
January.

“Respect is certainly a factor,” Ms
Davidson said. “The chance to sit
down and have a meal served to them
is very different to a service like Louis’
Van where their dining room may be
the mall, a street or a park.

“The encouraging feedback from the
clients is certainly a sign that there is a
need in the community for this type of
event,” Ms Davidson said.
The clients come for many different
reasons - some for the meal itself and
others for a chance to relax, enjoy the
atmosphere and feel a little bit special.

“Many clients have become regulars
and look forward to their monthly
meal. They have started to take more
pride in their appearance and the
atmosphere is wonderful.
“It is very rewarding to see some
of our most vulnerable sitting and
sharing a meal with our young

adults - it really does break down
walls and stereotypes. I believe this
project teaches us how to be kind
and respectful to each other and I
am reminded of the words of Saint
Vincent de Paul, that the poor have
much to teach us and we have much
to learn from them.”
The meals, which are served on
the last Thursday of the month, will
continue throughout 2013. ♦
Article supplied by the St Vincent de Paul
Society in Tasmania.
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Seminarians studying in Nigeria

SVDP Record

The Year of the Faith rosary
designed by the Vatican rosary
makers will be sent out to all those
who assist this cause and tick this box.

Aid to the Church in Need …. a Catholic charity dependent on the Holy See, providing pastoral relief to needy and oppressed Churches

