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History of the Intervention
When they landed they did not say, we are
beginning the history of colonisation.
They did not say, we’re invading.
Settling, they said, we’re settling.
They did not say soon we’ll be taking your children
from you, not just your mother, or soon we’ll be
trying to work out ways, scratching our heads,
to bring down the number of your deaths in our
custody without even trying to stop putting you in
custody.
They did not say one day we’ll probably have to say
sorry for all of this or one day we’ll set our finest
minds the task of working out why you don’t live
as long as we do or why your problems are bigger
than ours while our houses are bigger than yours.
They did not say oh so you’re the custodians of
the Countries and the songs we’re treading on and
building fences around.
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The Beginning

Will be.

Sometimes your soul is awakened by the wind in your face
and you feel that God is just behind the wind,
and that things should be stronger and deeper than they are.
Then the adventure begins, and it is not petty,
as behoves a mission inspired by God.
Imagination widening, it is inwards first, from the soul
where God’s echoes are,
then outwards to his work, which may be humble,
but is enlarged by his companionship,
more far-sighted than we are, maker of the sun-lit world,
trustworthy.

By Dr John Falzon

Reg Naulty

They did say oh really well now we are the
custodians of you. See we’re taking you into
custody and you’re not going anywhere.
And when they said this you said no we’re not
going anywhere.
Was.
Always.
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Putting homelessness
on the agenda in 2014
Supporters of the St Vincent de Paul Society may be
interested to note the editorial committee behind The
Record has implemented a few changes to the publication
this year. In addition to providing articles and photos about
Society news in Australia, each edition of The Record in
2014 will now be dedicated to a contemporary social justice
theme, beginning with homelessness.
Leading Australian community sector advocates were
approached to contribute an article on the key issues
affecting people experiencing homelessness and to share
the findings of recent research or projects they are working
on. The resulting articles, from Sacred Heart Mission,
Homelessness Australia and people assisted by the St
Vincent de Paul Society, provide high-level insight into
homelessness, the people affected and what is being done
to combat the problem.
And there has been much to write about with the Coalition
Government due to hand down its first Federal Budget
on May 13th and indications that the National Rental
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Affordability Scheme (NRAS) may be one of the programs
targeted for severe cutbacks.
The announcement on March 29, 2014 of a one-year
extension to the National Partnership Agreement on
Homelessness (NPAH) between the federal and state
governments has provided some assurance that funding
for homelessness services will continue in the short term.
However, the St Vincent de Paul Society was greatly
concerned by the cuts to capital works funding in the newlook NPAH and will continue to advocate for a long term
funding agreement on homelessness to be developed.
With more than 105,000 people in Australia affected by
homelessness and one in 200 people homeless on any
given night Chief Executive Dr John Falzon says “…it is
homelessness itself that we must cut, not the spending on
homelessness.”
This year, The Record will also feature more profiles and
reflections from the Society’s National Council members.
In this issue, readers can learn how Northern Territory
President, Gerry McCormack, came to be involved in the
Society in two states and what Tasmanian State President,
Vin Hindmarsh, has learnt about the complex relationship
between trauma and homelessness, through his involvement
with Bethlehem House in Hobart. ♦
st v i n c e n t d e pa u l s o c i e t y a u st r alia
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frontlines | A n th o n y T h o r n t o n

Foxes have holes and the
birds of the air have nests
B y A n th o n y T h o r n t o n

I’ve noticed recently a
hardening of attitudes
towards people. As I
write this, the news is
coming in of the terrible
inhumanity being shown
towards asylum seekers
on Manus Island. Why
they are on Manus
Island, being treated like
criminals in a prison
complex being run by a
private company, I am yet
to understand.
What I do understand is that it is our
way as a nation of telling them that
they are not welcome. The fact that
we feel the need to have them locked
away on an island far from the eyes
of the Australian people further tells
me that we have decided that it is best
if we treat them as non-people and
that we regard them and the sad boats
carrying them as being threats to our
security.
It is as if we were at war with the
people who are pushed to the point
of utter desperation to flee the
torture and trauma of their homeland
in the hope of finding refuge on our
shores!
We are not at war with these people.
Similarly, are we seriously thinking
of cutting the meagre incomes of
the people who are unemployed or
the working poor? Are we seriously
going to cut our spending as a
nation on the poorest so that we can
prop up the incomes of the already
wealthy?
What hope then of halving
homelessness, let alone eliminating
it, which should be our goal, given
the incredible level of our national
prosperity?
4
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Yes, there definitely seems to be a
hardening of attitudes, a hardening of
hearts to the people who have been
left out.
But we who are members of the St
Vincent de Paul Society should not
be disheartened. We should be used
to being on the side of those who are
treated with contempt. When you think
about it, we are disciples of the One
who, in the mystery of the Incarnation,
embodied the human experience of
being treated with contempt and being
made to feel unwelcome:
“Jesus answered: ‘Foxes have holes
and the birds of the air have nests, but

the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his
head.’” (Luke 9:58)
If we want to know where God is,
we need look no further than Manus
Island, or the homeless refuges, or
the streets of our great cities, or the
overcrowded housing into which is
squeezed the families that have been
all but forgotten, or the lines of people
waiting at the Centrelink offices, or the
prisons where we incarcerate our First
Peoples.
Once we recognise where our God
resides, perhaps our prayer should be
along the lines of:

office of the Federal Member for Murray-Darling

News in brief

Vincentian Pat Leonard accepts his NSW Community Service Award from the Federal Member for
Murray-Darling, John Williams.

“Jesus answered: ‘Foxes
have holes and the birds of
the air have nests, but the
Son of Man has nowhere
to lay his head.”’ (Luke 9:58)

Help us to place our
lives in your hands
by giving all that we
can of ourselves to the poor.
Give us the courage and wisdom
to stand in solidarity with all who
suffer the effects of inequality.
Teach us to find You,
and to be one with You,
in them.
Amen. ♦
Anthony Thornton is the National President
of the St Vincent de Paul Society National
Council of Australia.
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Top honours for
hard working
Vincentian

their homes, hospitals, or the jail and
nursing homes throughout Broken Hill
and surrounds. He was a member of
the original committee for the Bishop
Fox Memorial Centre meal service
in Broken Hill that celebrated its 40th
anniversary last year.

For over 60 years, Pat
Leonard has volunteered
his time and energy to
helping the St Vincent de
Paul Society carry out its
work on the ground in
Broken Hill and country
NSW.
Mr Leonard’s efforts were recognised
recently when he was awarded a
NSW Government Community Service
Award in December 2013. The award
was presented to Mr Leonard by the
Federal Member for Murray-Darling,
John Williams, at the Broken Hill
Conference’s Christmas Party for
volunteers.
Mr Leonard first joined the St Vincent
de Paul Marist Junior Conference in
1946 and has continued to volunteer in
various capacities over the proceeding
decades, including visiting people
in need wherever they might be; in

Mr Leonard held the role of
Conference President, Central
Council President, Wilcannia Forbes
Diocesan President and Conference
Spiritual Advisor. He also played an
instrumental role in coming to the
aid of farmers affected by the worst
drought recorded in the area in his
role as Chair of a Drought Relief
Committee for the Society.
Mr Leonard was a member of the
Workers Industrial Union of Australia
for 40 years, during which time
he held positions of President and
delegate to different arms of the union
plus being involved in mining-related
committees.
In 1996, Mr Leonard received the
Broken Hill Citizenship Award and
most recently he was inducted into the
Broken Hill Hall of Fame in 2011 for
his charity work. ♦

st v i n c e n t d e pa u l s o c i e t y a u st r alia
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social expenditure | D r J o h n F al z o n

Why we say “no” to austerity
b y D r J o h n F al z o n
“... a new creation is everything!”
Paul to the Galatians 6:15
“A true revolution of values will soon
look uneasily on the glaring contrast of
poverty and wealth.”
Martin Luther King

A strong sense of history
gets lost in a consumptionobsessed society such as
ours. The same could
be said for a sense of
the spiritual and even a
sense of the social. We are
coached to forget things.
We tend to forget, for example, the
details of the life of someone like Dr
Martin Luther King. He is remembered
as a man of the Gospel who fought,
not unlike the great Nelson Mandela,
against racism and for human rights.
But when, on 4th April, 1968, Dr King
was assassinated, he was in Memphis
to organise striking garbage workers.
It was precisely his love of the Gospel
as well as his contempt for racism
that informed his struggle for social
and economic justice more broadly.
He therefore focussed strategically
on a big picture agenda, of which
the garbage workers’ strike was a
powerful example. That agenda was
the persistence of poverty and its role
as an oppressor of African Americans.
This meant that he was committed to
the fight of his life, one that eventually
took his life, because, as he put it so
powerfully:
“Freedom is never voluntarily given by
the oppressor; it must be demanded by
the oppressed.”
Dr King saw the issue of poverty as
it was manifested in the lives of the
garbage workers and their families. He
saw these workers as being the human
face of poverty in his country.
6
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He was not content with minimalist
programs that did a little window-dressing.
He was certainly not content with
charity as an answer to the structural
causes of poverty and oppression. It is
no surprise that he incurred the wrath
of certain ruling interests in US society
when, for example, he said that:
“... the movement must address itself
to the question of restructuring the
whole of American society. There are
forty million poor people. And one
day we must ask the question, ‘Why
are there forty million poor people in
America?’ And when you begin to ask
that question, you are raising questions
about the economic system, about a
broader distribution of wealth.”
It would appear that Dr King’s analysis
has gone largely unheeded, as there
are now, in 2014, just under 50 million
poor people in the USA.
Going dangerously further, however,
he proposed that:

“When you ask that question, you begin
to question the capitalistic economy. And
I’m simply saying that more and more,
we’ve got to begin to ask questions about
the whole society. We are called upon
to help the discouraged beggars in life’s
market place. But one day we must come
to see that an edifice which produces
beggars needs restructuring. It means
that questions must be raised. You see,
my friends, when you deal with this, you
begin to ask the question, ‘Who owns the
oil?’ You begin to ask the question, ‘Who
owns the iron ore?’ ... These are questions
that must be asked.”
These are questions that still need to be
asked.
In our country, there are a few other
questions that also need to be asked:
1.

Why, in a rich country like Australia,
is 13% of the population living in
poverty?

2.

Why are more than 100,000 people
experiencing homelessness?
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Let us be clear: we need
a social security system
that helps people into jobs
where possible without
ever forcing them to live
in poverty.
3.

Why are there more than
200,000 people on the waiting
list for social housing?

4.

Why do we have more than
700,000 people unemployed
and around 900,000
underemployed, on top of
those who are set to lose their
jobs due to company closures
and government cuts to social
spending?

5.

Why can we not afford to
support people while they are
looking for a job, rather than
paying them only 40% of the
minimum wage?

6.

Why are we forcing single mums
more deeply into poverty by
cutting their income?

7.

Why are we holding a national
conversation on cutting social
expenditure, instead of broadening
our revenue base?

We are no strangers to the lies that are
constantly told about the people who
are locked out of the prosperity that
has been generated in this wonderful
country. We are accustomed to the
myths that people are to blame
for their own exclusion, their own
unemployment, their own position of
having to accept low-paid, insecure
work, their own homelessness, their
own illness. We are used to people
being pathologised, treated as if they
are walking examples of their own
dysfunction, or literally criminalised.
We know that being locked up follows
hot on the heels of being locked out.
But this does not crush us because we
also know that when it comes to the
people who are pushed to the margins,
the lies told about them will never be
as powerful as the truth told by them.
We also know that the whole truth will
end up trumping the half-truths that
are bandied about, such as the one
about getting the budget into the black.
Fiscal responsibility should never be
sought at the cost of essential services
for the people who most desperately
need them.
Of the $169 billion in tax cuts made in
the lead-up to the GFC and given out
over the past seven years, $71 billion
has gone to the highest 10% of the
income distribution. If we need to live
within our means we should, for a start,
look at the generous welfare given to
those who might want it but certainly
don’t need it, rather than taking away
from those who have so little but need
so much.
As Blessed Frederic put it:
“I ask you: let us occupy ourselves with
people who have too many needs and

not enough rights, who call out rightly
for a greater involvement in public
affairs, for guarantees of work — and
who cry out against misery.”
Everyone has a right to a place to
live, a place to work and a place to
learn. The government’s job is to
strengthen these rights, not to make it
even harder for people living with the
fruits of inequality to gain access to
housing, jobs and education.
Education especially matters in the
fight against poverty and inequality.
This is why the government should
adhere to its pre-election promise
of honouring the Gonski model of
school funding: allocating resources
on the basis of student need rather
than privilege, regardless of the sector.
We need to recognise that
unemployment is a structural reality
and not a personal choice. People are
not helped when they are blamed.
The government has no right to force
people to rely on charity as their
default mode of social security. Charity
will never be a substitute for justice.
Let us be clear: we need a social
security system that helps people
into jobs where possible without ever
forcing them to live in poverty.
Sadly, in this the wealthiest of nations,
we are looking down the barrel of
entrenched inequality and greater
separation between those who have
the means to pay for essential goods
and services (and luxuries as well)
and those who are left behind and
locked out of the prosperity.
But we are not for turning from our
struggle for justice. For our solidarity
with the poor is always stronger than
our sadness. ♦
Dr John Falzon is the Chief Executive Officer of
the St Vincent de Paul Society National Council
of Australia and the author of The Language of
the Unheard.
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homelessness overview | Cath y H u m p h r e y

Ending long-term homelessness
B y Cath y H u m p h r e y

On any given night in
Australia, 1 in 200 people
are homeless, amounting
to 105,237 people across
our nation. It is estimated
that 60,000 are adults,
with approximately
21,000 estimated to be
experiencing long-term,
chronic homelessness.
Adults experiencing repeated and
long periods of homelessness have
a range of challenging and complex
needs that may include serious mental
illness, alcohol abuse and drug
addictions and chronic health issues.
Many have experienced childhood
trauma. Unfortunately, our current
homelessness service system is
crisis-oriented. Despite significant
monies being spent on services
associated with this group such as
policing, courts and mental health
services, the system is managing, rather
than ending, their homelessness.
In 2012, an Australian study
undertaken by the University of
NSW to determine the life course
institutional costs of homelessness
of over 2,500 people, closely
examined the lives of 11 people.
This study found that, between them,
the 11 people had cost State and
Commonwealth Governments almost
$22 million. That’s $2 million per
person. If we apply this research to
the estimated 21,000 people trapped
in long-term homelessness, that’s $42
billion. Therefore it makes sense to ask
the question: if we redirect this cost
to coordinated programs designed to
address long-term homelessness, will it
result in economic and social benefits
for government and society and reduce
homelessness in Australia?
Progress towards the goal set by the
various Australian governments on
8
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Progress towards the goal
set by federal, state and
territory governments on
the National Partnership
Agreement on Homelessness,
to halve the rate of
homelessness by 2020,
appears unachievable unless
a new approach is taken.
the National Partnership Agreement
on Homelessness, to halve the rate
of homelessness by 2020, appears
unachievable unless a new approach
is taken. It is my view that a new
approach requires a public policy shift

to addressing long-term homelessness.
Whilst there has been a focus on
prevention, early intervention and
rough sleepers, there is no commitment
to addressing long-term homelessness
and resolving the underlying causes
that keep people trapped in cycles of
chronic homelessness.
Homelessness doesn’t occur in
isolation; I know from Sacred Heart
Mission’s experience that a set of
holistic interventions is required that
is trauma-informed and that addresses
issues such as mental illness, health,
accommodation, addictions, relationship
breakdown, justice and employment.
However, for the most part government
spending on homelessness flows to
separate silos and not to the holistic set

In order to reduce
homelessness, specific,
targeted and evaluated
programs, such as those based
on Sacred Heart Mission’s
Journey to Social Inclusion
(K2SI) pilot, are required
to make a reduction in
homelessness a reality.
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homelessness and to reconnect people
with the mainstream community. We
sought to demonstrate the model’s
economic effectiveness through decreased
service usage and increased economic
participation by the participants.

of interventions that might actually
reduce its incidence across Australia.
In order to reduce homelessness,
specific, targeted and evaluated
programs, such as those based on
Sacred Heart Mission’s Journey to
Social Inclusion (J2SI) pilot, are
required to make a reduction in
homelessness a reality. The ability to
provide intensive levels of support
through an individualised, therapeutic
approach, together with effective
service coordination, has resulted in
J2SI achieving longer term sustainable
outcomes that include long-term
housing, improved health and
reduced use of expensive services
such as emergency and psychiatric
departments.

In November 2009, Sacred Heart
Mission began operating the
J2SI pilot, which worked with 40
people over three years who were
experiencing long-term homelessness.
Participants presented with a history
of early childhood trauma, a range of
associated behavioural disorders, high
incidences of mental health disorders
(including schizophrenia, bi-polar and
depression), as well as problematic
drug and alcohol abuse. In addition,
participants had early and repeated
experiences of homelessness, with
a high number (89%) having slept
rough.
At a cost of $3.8 million, funded by
philanthropy, the J2SI pilot aimed
to break the cycle of recurring

Early data from the soon-to-be-released,
36-month evaluation report has confirmed
the continued positive impact of the pilot
including:
• housing sustainability, with 85% of J2SI
participants being housed, compared
with 40% of the control group;
• a continued decrease in the number of
days J2SI participants are incarcerated,
and a decrease in the use of expensive
health and psychiatric services;
• a continued decline in the use of
specialist homelessness services; and
• 30% of participants engaged in
employment.
The J2SI pilot illustrates how an
investment can work to produce both
economic outcomes for society and
positive outcomes for the individual,
such as sustained housing and improved
health. Importantly, this is evidenced
through a randomised control group trial
and cost-benefit analysis.
Evaluation reports can be found at www.
sacredheartmission.org ♦
Cathy Humphrey is CEO of Sacred Heart Mission,
an organisation that works with people who
are homeless or at risk of becoming homeless.
Cathy currently sits as a director on the Board
of Council to Homeless Persons, the peak body
for organisations working with people who are
homeless in Victoria.
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new migrants | G l e n d a S t e v e n s

Housing providers surveyed
on new migrant needs
By Glenda Stevens

One group of people who
are at particular risk of
housing deprivation are
migrants, particularly
former refugees, migrant
spouses, New Zealanders
and asylum seekers
on bridging visas.
New research from
Homelessness Australia
reflects what many
Vincentians are seeing
on the ground: there is a
growing need for housing
for this vulnerable
population.
In October 2013, Homelessness
Australia (HA) surveyed specialist
homelessness services (SHSs) across
the country about their ‘new migrant’
client load.
This article provides an overview of
some information obtained from that
survey. It also builds on the Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare’s
(AIHW’s) Specialist Homelessness
Collection that contains some
information on migrants, including
newly-arrived ones. However, that
collection does not include details
about clients’ legal status that may
help to explain why they need SHS
support.

Specialist Housing
Services are supporting
The HA survey showed that nearly
half of all SHSs were dealing with an
increase in new migrant client load in
2013 as compared with 2012. While
6.6 per cent of respondents had no
such clients and 38 per cent had fewer
than five per cent, 28 per cent had a
new migrant client load of between
five and 20 per cent, and for another
10
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18 per cent the load was between
20 and 50 per cent. There were
even services not specifically funded
to deal with new migrants whose
client load from such backgrounds
exceeded 50 per cent. The increase
in client numbers appears to
have mainly affected services not
specifically funded to deal with
culturally and linguistically diverse
(CALD) clients, although 40 percent
of such specialist services reported
increases. (Figure 1).

Countries of origin

The increase in numbers of new
migrants supported was most evident
in Victoria, followed by Queensland.

• 20 per cent indicated that “more
‘Middle Easterners’” were being
supported;

The survey also revealed that SHSs
turned away an increased number of
new migrants when compared with
the preceding year. This increase
was most pronounced in NSW
and Queensland, which together
accounted for almost half of these
‘turnaways’.

• 16 per cent each indicated that
“more Iranians or Afghanis” or
more people from Asia, were being
supported; and

More than half of respondents either
did not notice changes in the ethnic
composition of their new migrant
caseload, or thought that it had not
changed. However, 77 respondents
observed changes in ethnic
background. Of their statements
about changed client load:
• 27 per cent indicated that “more
Africans” were being supported;

• 8 per cent indicated that more
people from NZ or elsewhere in the
Pacific were being supported.

Visa pathways
into Australia
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Most survey respondents, even
when specialist CALD providers are
included, indicated that they dealt most
frequently with former humanitarian
migrants, closely followed by those
who had become citizens by marriage;
New Zealand citizens on ‘special
category visas’; and holders of spousal
or prospective marriage visas. Thus it
appears to be the case that SHSs are:

SHSs reported supporting large
numbers of clients from clients
from countries where humanitarian
crisis has occurred (notably Sudan
but also Iran, Afghanistan, Iraq
and Somalia). They also reported
substantial numbers of clients from
China (which may be explained by
the sheer scale of migration from
China) and other countries that
send substantial numbers of spousal
migrants, particularly women (the
Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam and,
to a lesser extent, India). And they
reported large numbers of New
Zealanders. This is largely consistent
with the AIHW report for 2012-2013
that listed New Zealand (no. 1), Sudan
(no. 2), Vietnam (no. 4), Iran (no. 5)
and China (no. 6) as five of the top
six overseas birthplaces of SHS clients
(with no. 3 being the UK). The only
change in the AIHW ranking from the
preceding year was that Iran replaced
the Philippines at number 5.

• assisting former refugees after they
have exhausted Humanitarian Services
Support (HSS) or other migrant
support services, or those who arrived
as ‘boat people’ and have been denied
access to HSS since 30 August 2013;
• assisting NZ citizens in a manner that
compensated for their lack of access to
the social security system;
• assisting people (particularly women)
whose (proposed) marriages to
Australian citizens either:
- do not work out during their initial
two years in Australia, when they
do not have permanent residency
and lack access to the social
security system; or
- are affected by poverty, eg perhaps
because they have been sponsored
for marriage by holders of
humanitarian visas unable to support
them. This could be the case where
the sponsors themselves were former
‘boat people’ who arrived after 13
August 2012 (who may only sponsor
relatives in the ‘family’ stream, with
its two-year wait for social security.
The fact that that this ‘Newly Arrived
Resident’s Waiting Period’ can be
waived for family members of
humanitarian migrants is perhaps
not widely enough known in the
homelessness sector.)
• assisting ‘boat people’ on bridging visas
living in ‘the community’, including
people without work rights (who
arrived after 13 August 2012).

As might be expected, services funded
to assist new migrants were more
likely than other SHSs to deal with
asylum-seekers and temporary or
even illegal immigrants. Perhaps most
striking, however, is the fact that CALD
services ranked ‘citizens by marriage’
as a more frequently encountered
client group than did other SHSs.
This may reflect the lack of access to
social security of sponsored spouses
in families of former ‘boat people’
who arrived after 13 August 2012, or
it could reflect higher-than-average
levels of domestic violence against
migrant partners than other people.
Violent sponsoring spouses of these
women may not necessarily be other
‘new migrants’. Statistics obtained
by HA from the Department of
Immigration and Border Protection
(DIBP) show high levels of resort to
the ‘family violence’ provisions of the
Migration Act (which allow grants of
permanent residency to sponsored
partners without their spouses’ support)
by women from China, Vietnam, the
Philippines, India, Thailand and the UK.
Many sponsoring spouses of women
granted these visas are Australian-born.

Conclusion
This research demonstrates once again
that homelessness service providers
are a vital part Australia’s safety net.
When other support mechanisms are
absent or curtailed, vulnerable people
and those at risk of violence seek
safety and security from specialist
homelessness services.
More information on survey results
will be will be released after the
Homelessness Australia report to the
federal Department of Social Services
has been finalised. ♦
Glenda Stevens is CEO of Homelessness
Australia. More information about the 2013
survey by Homelessness Australia members and
other service providers relating to their new
migrant caseloads will be made available at
www.homelessnessaustralia.org.au
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funding plans | Cha n tal R o b e r ts

Ongoing commitment to
homelessness essential: Shelter WA
This remains a critical
time for homelessness
service providers across
Western Australia and
the rest of the country.
Despite the recent
extension of the National
Partnership Agreement
on Homelessness (NPAH)
until June 2015 it is not
yet clear to what extent
the federal government
will continue to fund
related programs, such
as, the National Rental
Affordability Scheme
and Commonwealth Rent
Assistance payments.
There is likely to be more
information on this front
in the upcoming federal
budget.
What is clear is that funding for
specialist homelessness services
works. It helps families in crisis,
gets people back on their feet and
provides them with the tools they
need to rebuild their lives. The NPAH
has allowed specialist homelessness
service providers to support thousands
of people in need. Australian Institute
of Health and Welfare figures show
that in 2012 and 2013, homelessness
services in WA assisted 21,409 people.
Clients required support for a range
of services beyond accommodation
and assistance to sustain housing
tenure. These other services included
immediate needs such as meals,
access to shower/laundry facilities,
and brokerage funds to help with
material needs, as well as more longterm support such as assistance for
family and domestic violence, financial
information and advocacy.
12
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For service providers in WA, like many
others throughout Australia, the biggest
challenge remains the shortage of shortterm and long-term accommodation for
people in need. In 2012-2013, service
providers found accommodation for
74% of the people who required it and
assisted 87% of the people needing
help to sustain their housing tenure.
These are huge successes. By keeping
people housed – or helping them find
housing quickly – it helps stabilise
families and prevents the compounding
disadvantage that comes from repeated
or prolonged periods of homelessness.
National Shelter, Homelessness Australia
and others are working together to
encourage the federal government
to commit to a longer term funding
agreement on homelessness. In the
West, Shelter WA is working with the
Western Australia Council of Social
Services and the Community Housing
Coalition of WA to influence future
funding arrangements to ensure
adequate funding for homelessness
services to meet the growing need.

Shelter WA will work closely with the
sector in Western Australia, to ensure
that services funded into the future
around NPAH meet the needs of those
most vulnerable, who are unable
to access housing or homelessness
supports at present. This is due to the
lack of appropriate affordable housing,
shortage of appropriate crisis and
transitional accommodation and rigid
eligibility criteria.
Homelessness service providers in
WA and the rest of Australia work
tirelessly every day to assist those most
vulnerable in our society. They need the
security of knowing the configuration
of future funding arrangements
beyond one-year agreements, or even
four-year agreements, to ensure they
can continue to meet the needs of
people experiencing, or at risk of,
homelessness. ♦
Chantal Roberts is the Executive Officer of Shelter
WA and is currently the Vice Chair of National
Shelter and the WA Representative to the Council
for Homeless Persons Australia.

taking initiative | D r H e ath e r H o lst

New venture to combat
housing shortages
B y D r H e ath e r H o lst

The agency is being launched at
a time when affordable housing
availability is at an historic low in
Australia. HomeGround Services
provides housing and support to
more than 10,000 people each year
and the demand for our services
continues to grow.
In response to the increase in
demand, we are constantly looking
for new ways of boosting our
capacity to assist people and access
more affordable housing.
HomeGround believes everyone
deserves a safe, secure and affordable
home and research and experience
confirm that this is achievable in a
country as fortunate as ours.
We see the real estate agency as
an exciting opportunity to improve
housing supply; give people a
practical way to help in the fight
against homelessness; and improve
access to the private rental market for
many people who may otherwise be
homeless.
The real estate agency, specialising
in the rental market, has two main
objectives:
• To provide a commercial, high
quality property management
service to investors who expect a
market return. The proceeds from
the management fees on these
properties will be re-invested into

Photo courtesy HomeGround

The much anticipated
launch of Australia’s
first not-for-profit real
estate agency is about to
happen. HomeGround
Real Estate Agency will
be officially launched
in March 2014 with an
expert team of property
and tenancy managers
in place.

This property in Kew was provided at reduced rental by HomeGround Real Estate Agency under the
affordable housing initiative.

our core business of assisting people
who are homeless or at risk of
becoming homeless; and
• to manage properties that have been
provided to us by property owners
who are willing to rent their properties
at below market expectations or those
who expect no rental return so that
lower income individuals and families
can access affordable housing.

growth we have experienced in
recent times is a testament to the
quality of the services we deliver.

HomeGround Real Estate meets all
regulatory and legal requirements and
has a team of experienced, highly
trained and dedicated staff ready to
begin managing properties in both the
commercial and affordable housing
categories.

We are keen to hear from anyone
who has investment property in
Melbourne that could be expertly
managed by an organisation that is
dedicated to ending homelessness.
Whether you expect a market return
or have the capacity to make even a
slight reduction in rent, just placing
your property with HomeGround
Real Estate will make a difference to
someone who is struggling. ♦

We currently manage hundreds of
properties owned by the Director
of Housing under the Transitional
Housing Management Program
(THMP). We also manage a number of
private rental properties under head
lease arrangements.
Our record in property and tenancy
management is exceptional and the

All of the revenue generated from
the management of properties
within the real estate agency will be
reinvested into our core business
with the aim of building social
capital in Melbourne in order to end
homelessness.

Dr Heather Holst is the CEO of HomeGround
Services, a housing agency working in
Melbourne. For more information about
the NFP Real Estate Agency, visit www.
homeground.org.au or email manager Andrea
Levey on andreal@homeground.org.au
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stories from the street

Helping people share their stories
The St Vincent de Paul Society in Australia aims to tell the stories of homelessness, poverty and
marginalisation on behalf of those people who cannot share their stories themselves. It is in this
vein that we offer ‘a voice for the voiceless’. Not so that we can put words in their mouths or further
our own gains – but so we can share their experience of poverty in the lucky country and foster
greater understanding in the community and among our business and political leaders whose
own lives may be far removed from those of people living on the streets and in their cars. Warning
to readers, the following stories from the people who have been assisted by the Society in in
Queensland may shock you.
Cathy’s journey from
housing insecurity to
long-term tenancy
From the moment I was first born, my
mother did not seem to bond with
me. My brother and sister got all the
attention and I felt pushed out. My
father died when I was 12. Within a
day of his funeral, a man told me that
he and my mum were getting married,
but I never saw him again.
We moved in with my grandparents,
and within six months mum had
moved in with another man. I did not
like him, and at 15 years old I was
married and had two kids by the age
of 17.
My husband was physically and
verbally abusive but in those days
there were no services available and
my mum wouldn’t help me. In 1979,
my husband came home one night
and said he wasn’t going to work
again and he didn’t.
We had to sell our house and by then
we had four kids. After struggling
through for 37 years, I had had
enough. Things had been getting
worse and I couldn’t take it any more.
He said he wanted to move out and I
helped him pack his bags!
At the time, I was working in a
restaurant. When the business was
sold, things didn’t work out with the
new owners and I left. I sat at home
for a year – becoming more depressed
– and I knew I was becoming an
alcoholic.
14
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A friend asked me to share her home
with her because she was at risk of
losing her house.
After four years of sitting around
being depressed, I knew I had to do
something. I found an ad in the paper
asking for volunteers for the Vinnies
store. I started working there two days
per week. My friend said she was
selling her house and I would have to
leave. I had nowhere else to go and
was sleeping in my car.
I think my friend only wanted me
there for the money and she didn’t
like it that I had a new life and

somewhere to go each day. One
day, the Area Manager was visiting
and asked how I got my spider bite.
I confessed that I was living in my
car. He phoned the Vinnies Housing
Officer and she helped me apply for
social housing.
I am now living in a brand new
unit managed by St Vincent de Paul
Society and loving it. Working at
Vinnies gave me a new life, new
friends, and people that respected and
trusted me and everyone has been so
wonderful. Without St Vincent de Paul
I would have been dead. ♦

Bruce’s recovery from
the turmoil of eviction
I had been living in my own van
in a caravan park for about eight
years when suddenly it was sold and
redevelopment started. I was given
two weeks’ notice to leave and the
only compensation I was offered was
that I could leave my van for them to
remove.
This was devastating for me as I
was on a disability pension and
suffering from depression, as well as
emphysema.
There was nowhere affordable for
rent in the Sunshine Coast area, and
landlords were asking for ridiculous
amounts of rent. After having my
own space in the van park for
years, the thought of living in close
proximity to undesirable neighbours
was not pleasing.
I was alternating between friends’
couches and sleeping in my car. I
discovered I was losing the ability to
relate to people. Feelings of anger
and deep depression were at the
forefront of daily living.
My friends were becoming annoyed
at my frequent intrusion into their
homes, so I decided to do some
travelling since I own a very small
car and it costs next to nothing to
run. When I was travelling I didn’t
feel homeless because I had a
destination, but I still slept in my car
or pitched a tent in rest stop areas or
similar.
The experience of meeting new
people and having them consider me
as just someone on holidays was far
more appealing than being seen as a
homeless person.
When sleeping in my tent I would
sometimes feel more vulnerable than
in my car. I bought a cover for my
car so people couldn’t look through
the windows while I was sleeping. I
have always tried to have a positive

attitude towards life but sometimes
depression gets the better of me.
I’d had enough of being a nomad and
really felt suicidal. I was stuck in a rut
with no positive outcome in sight.
I didn’t know where to turn so I went
to a church to talk to a priest. He
put me in touch with Narelle, the St
Vincent de Paul Society Homelessness
Support Worker.
She worked with me to fill in
paperwork and attach all relevant
evidence for me to apply for social
housing. I have dyslexia and found the
task a little overwhelming.
Whilst waiting for housing, I purchased
a new phone which was connected to
the internet. One day, I looked on the
internet for any places to rent for $150
or less per week.

I was surprised to see that there were
several properties available and some
in the Sunshine Coast area. I applied
for a property in the Sunshine Coast
Hinterland that sounded promising.
When I went to view the cabin/
studio, I was stunned to find beautiful
polished floors and walls with a new
kitchen and shower and a verandah.
Narelle helped me to fill in the bond
loan paperwork and provided a
support letter so that I could receive
a rental grant to cover my first two
weeks’ rent.
That application was successful and I
was able to move into my new little
home.
Thanks to Narelle bringing positivity
back into my frame of mind, I was able
to move forward with enthusiasm that
had been missing for a long time. ♦
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James survives jail then
rough sleeping
I am 49 years old. In August 2012, I was
released from prison and returned to be
with my partner and child. However, on
my arrival home, my bags were packed
for me. I visited people who I thought
would give me a place to stay until I
figured out what to do next, but I was
turned away by everyone.
I ended up sleeping on the beach
at Coolum. I visited the Coolum
Community Centre and they helped
me with food and a tent to sleep in.
One day I came back to my tent to
find all my belongings had been burnt
and there was nothing left. I didn’t
think I could feel any lower than at
that moment.
I then went to Maroochydore and slept
where I could. I felt overwhelmed by
my mental state as it felt like the end of
the world with no one to talk to. This
went on for a number of months.
I got a job on a fishing boat, which
made me feel great, earning an income,
and I at least had somewhere to sleep
while working. I believed the job was
going to be permanent but found out
that I was just being used for when
other people were taking holidays
over Christmas. Most of my pay was
given to my parents as I had previously
borrowed money from them.
This created a new problem as my
income from the fishing trips was
taken into account with Centrelink, and
my Newstart Allowance reduced to
only $292 per fortnight.
I was sleeping in motel toilet blocks
and was careful to leave them in the
same state so I wouldn’t be found. I
was at the end of my tether, travelling
back and forth to the Department of
Housing to check if there was anything
available for me.
My mental state was deteriorating so
badly and the Department of Housing
referred me to the Homelessness
16
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Support Worker at St Vincent de Paul.
I spoke to Narelle and she referred me
to the Homelessness Health Outreach
Team (HHOT).

an interview with a Vinnies Housing
Officer to see if I was eligible for St
Vincent de Paul Society transitional
housing.

I was assessed, medicated and stabilised,
and HHOT have provided ongoing
support. I met a man who allowed me
to sleep on his couch for a month but
someone went through my belongings
and stole everything that was of value.
No one owned up when I fronted the
other tenants and I was then kicked out.
I resorted to sleeping on beaches again.

One day while I was sitting on a park
bench near Alexandra Headland, a
man on holidays came and talked to
me as he saw I was crying. After a
chat he told me that if I didn’t intend
to rip him off that I could sleep on
the couch for a couple of nights. This
made me feel better that a complete
stranger would help me.

Narelle was advocating for me with
the Department of Housing and also
had Vinnies at Maroochydore help me
with food. They have even made me a
sandwich and a coffee when I hadn’t
eaten for awhile. I was starting to feel
very depressed about not having seen
my son in New South Wales for two
years.

A couple of days later, Narelle called
to tell me that I had been accepted
for a unit and I could move in
within a couple of days. I was totally
overwhelmed with joy!

I had permission from my parole officer
to travel to see him which would solve
my immediate homelessness situation
for a few weeks and make me happy
to see my boy. Vinnies helped me get
to New South Wales but I became very
sick while I was there. I came back to
Queensland but was homeless again.
I met a nice lady who offered me a
room short term but she had her own
mental health issues and was due to
move out soon. I continued to touch
base with Narelle and she arranged

Narelle helped me with the bond loan
and rental grant forms, and as soon as
it was all approved by the department
of housing, she drove me to the
accommodation and supplied me with
food and household items as well.
I was so thankful for all the help from
St Vincent de Paul Society. It took
me a week just to unpack my bags
because I couldn’t believe it was my
place! When you live on the street you
learn not to trust anyone. I’ve settled
in now and my rent is taken out of
my Centrelink payments. The HHOT
workers helped me get a TV and
some extra household things and I am
on top of the world. ♦

Bec’s story of insecure
accommodation outside
the private rental market

This was August 2012 and I was six
months pregnant by this time.

I am 34 years of age and I have been
homeless many times over the past
15 years. I have held a few part-time
jobs over the years but mostly I’ve
been single on unemployment benefits
and struggling to deal with addiction.
Because of my unemployment status, I
have never been given an opportunity
to achieve a positive rental history.
In 2012, I was in a privately rented
house with a friend who worked in
the mines and had a good income. We
had a 12-month lease, but when he got
sick and lost his job we couldn’t afford
the $300 per week rent anymore. My
friend was then put on the Tenancy
Information Centre Australasia (TICA)
database, as a result of rent arrears.
I needed immediate accommodation
and a friend offered a caravan that I
could move into, which was perfect
because I was allowed to have my
dog. She had been a companion
dog for me during my darkest times
dealing with clinical depression and
anxiety over many years. I don’t think I
would have survived without her.
As a woman on the streets at various
parts of my life, I have experienced
feelings of being cold, dirty and very
vulnerable and unsafe.
After the van park, I moved into a
share house with a guy who seemed
very nice but, within days, I realised he
was an excessive binge drinker. Some
nights he would become aggressive
and play very loud music til all hours.
He also made it clear he wanted more
than just a housemate to share costs.
Some nights I would sleep in my car
with my dog because I felt threatened.
I stayed for a few months but it wasn’t
a healthy place to live while dealing
with my own addictions. The police
were finally involved when he became
really violent one night and I was
removed from the house.

A good friend took me in for a couple
of weeks. I only had a corner of the
living area to sleep in but was grateful
for a roof over my head at this time. I
then applied for a room for rent with
a man who seemed really laid back
and gentle. He had a small dog that
he loved, so it was perfect for me and
my dog. But he quickly became hostile
and controlling and he wouldn’t allow
some of my friends to visit, and gave
me instructions on how I should be
living my life. It became clear that he
had some underlying mental health
issues.
One day, his dog ran away as I
opened the door. A friend was with
me and we went searching for the dog
but couldn’t find it. When the man
came home, he flew into a rage and
punched my friend and told me to get
out. This happened at about 8pm but
I managed to stay with a friend for the
night. It was while staying there that I
found out I was pregnant.
I then applied for emergency housing
assistance with the local community
organisations. When I approached the
St Vincent de Paul Society at Nambour,
they organised for me to stay in a
motel for a couple of nights to clear
my head, which was great, but I had
to return to couch surfing with friends
and sleeping in the back of my ute
with my dog. I chose well lit areas at
night, and places near van parks so
there would be people around. I felt
really scared some nights but I had my
dog to keep me company.

I had met with Narelle, the
Homelessness Support Worker from
the St Vincent de Paul Society, and
she tried to get me into a local van
park, but I didn’t have enough income
to get a bond loan and couldn’t
really afford to live there. She was
also checking on the status of my
application with the Department
of Housing. I kept couch surfing
for about three weeks until Narelle
phoned to tell me that the St Vincent
de Paul Society had a unit for me and
I had to meet with the housing officer
for an interview.
The only downside was that I would
not be allowed to have my dog at
the property and Narelle asked me
to consider what I wanted to do as it
would be a choice between housing
and keeping my dog. This crushed
me, as my beautiful dog had been
my companion for many years and I
relied upon her greatly, but I knew I
had to decide on safety for myself and
my unborn baby. I was desperate.
It was two weeks before I could
finally move in. I have never lived in
a brand new place and it was lovely
to move into a unit where no-one had
used anything before. Vinnies also
helped me with some furniture and
food when I moved in. I was very
grateful for a home that I could call
my own, and as long as I abide by the
general rules of tenancy, no-one can
take that security away from me. It’s a
wonderful feeling!
I have reconciled with my baby’s
father recently and we are very
happy. Our beautiful baby has started
to engage with us and smile. I owe
a great debt of gratitude to all the
Vinnies workers and volunteers who
have helped me achieve security for
the first time in my life. I am pleased
to say that my daughter and I are
happy and healthy, and most of all
safe and secure in a lovely unit. ♦
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Feeling at home
B y Vi n H i n d ma r sh

housing also need to be kept in
mind when confronting the structural
realities of homelessness.

“My father was a wandering Aramean
and he went down into Egypt with a
few people and lived there… But the
Egyptians mistreated us and made us
suffer, putting us to hard labour. Then
we cried out to the Lord, the God of our
father, and the Lord heard our voice and
saw our misery, toil and oppression. So
the Lord brought us out of Egypt with
a mighty hand and outstretched arm,
with great terror and with miraculous
signs and wonders. He brought us to
this place and gave us this land, a land
overflowing with milk and honey.”

The first time I heard this
text from Deuteronomy 26
was at a weekend in
Melbourne in the 1970s,
where 40 or so of us
gathered for a Social
Analysis Workshop.
It was organised by a community group
that I was part of at the time, Action
for World Development, and while I
had heard it before, on that weekend, it
burned itself onto my social awareness.
I’ve thought of it many times since. In
a few, simple, mythical lines, it captures
the destiny not only of the ancient
Israelites but people everywhere. The
words “wandering, we suffered; we
cried out, we dreamed of a place with
milk and honey.” Who can’t identify
with any of these deeply human
situations? The text jumped out at me
again last month when I was walking
up Collins Street in Melbourne. Outside
one of the coffee shops was a homeless
person. They’re not just in Melbourne
but all our big cities. Generally they sit
back from the pavement, with a cap or
cardboard box for the passers-by, and
have a short, written, often pencilled
statement in front of them testifying to
the fact that they’re homeless. Even if
you could ignore the first two or three,
there are always more of them. In my
Melbourne walk, there were seven,

Vin Hindmarsh

scattered over a number of blocks.
In between, were the sellers of The
Big Issue, who are usually quite an
engaging bunch. By the time one gets
to one’s destination, the presence of
homeless is firmly, and stubbornly, on
one’s mind.
As I look back on my years, the issue
of homelessness has broadened and
connected with a myriad of other
indicators, such as emotional trauma,
social exclusion, poverty, poor health,
and the whole raft of social issues. A
further connection that has impinged
on Society members has been the issue
of mental health. One of the speakers
at our recent 21st birthday celebrations
in Tasmania of Loui’s Night Van,
Fr Greg Barker, drew this clearly in his
reflections on his experiences while
serving on Loui’s over several years.
People, he said, seeking a hot cuppa
and a bite to eat from the Night Van
have no support systems, no home,
they’re broke, without a job and are
engaged in no meaningful role or
activity. While mental problems and
homelessness often go together, he
said, it is important to keep the whole
picture in mind and look for suitable
points of entry in working with
homeless people. Family breakdown,
low incomes and a lack of affordable

Our St Vincent de Paul Homeless
facility in Hobart, Bethlehem House,
had this experience with a homeless
person in 2013. Greg came to
Bethlehem House after a relationship
breakdown with his partner and
two children. After Support Workers
helped Greg to diagnose his problem
as a mixture of alcohol, drugs and
brain acquired injuries from his past
job in security, Greg was assisted in
consolidating his medical records and
began seeing the same GP doctor
regularly. Within a few months, Greg
began to recover and indicated he
wanted to reconcile with his children
and get into independent living. After
six months, Housing Tasmania gave
Greg a two-bedroom house which
allowed him access and custody of his
two children. Another agency beside
St Vincent de Paul Society also assisted
Greg in his recovery.
Stories such as these not only hearten
Vincentians, but they continue to
educate members and staff into
the complexities of homelessness.
Bethlehem House has discovered
again and again that, along with
careful and targeted support, and
accompanied by an option for
independent living, people with
mental illness are more likely to
reach stable mental health. In that
experience comes less anxiety,
less isolation, less insecurity, less
discrimination. It is not a speedy
process. Nor is it easy to capture the
core of that experience. If it could be
captured, then perhaps the words of
Deuteronomy might then become, not
so much a land of milk and honey,
but one where all Australians might
feel at home, that is, to be valued and
nourished, to be in good health, and
have the opportunity to participate
fully in the life of their society. ♦
Vin Hindmarsh is the State President of the
St Vincent de Paul Society in Tasmania.
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Experience spans two
states and several decades
Name:

Distance makes the job harder, the
further from Darwin you are, but as
a Territory Society we try to bridge
this barrier. A lot of good work has
been done by earlier members and
volunteers.

Gerry McCormack

Position in the Society:
Northern Territory President

What have been the
highlights of your time as
NT President so far?

Hometown:
I began teaching in Queensland in
1960. I taught initially in primary
schools and then moved into the
secondary area. I volunteered to work
on a Mission school in the Territory in
1968-1969. After four years, my wife
and I returned to the same school. In
late 1987, we moved to Darwin, where
I taught again till I retired in early 2006.

Down time:
By having three children living locally,
with four grand-children, I am involved
with family matters regularly. We enjoy
celebrating the different events – be
they birthdays or Australia Day etc. I
like to go out bush regularly and have
a break from “city” life. I am interested
in sport generally, with a special liking
for the Brishabe Broncos and a lesser
interest in the Richmond team.

How did you first become
involved with the Society?
I first became involved with the Society
in Kingaroy, Queensland, my hometown. A couple of my friends invited
me along to a Conference meeting.
Home visitation was the norm at that
time; the Parish Priest would often give
us the names of people who needed
assistance. On a Sunday, we visited the
hospital – supplying cigarettes to those
who smoked and lollies to others!
My wife was always supportive of
my Vincentian work. Without her
backing I would not have been able
to do some of the things that I did.
There were times when she was the
ancillary member, especially when it

Gerry McCormack

came to home visitation. She enjoyed
volunteering with me on a Saturday
morning in the Darwin Centre of
Charity. Although our children admired
us for the Vincentian work, there were
uneasy times when this work took
precedence over something connected
with the family.

Describe your experiences
of being a Conference
member:
Over the years, I have come into
contact with many Vincentian leaders.
The best ones have shown great
dedication, understanding, compassion
and thoughtfulness. Their Vincentian
work was just part of their normal daily
life. They were there to help people,
not to big-note themselves.

What challenges do
members of the Society
face in carrying out Good
Works?
The Territory Vincentian scene is very
small compared to other areas. Despite
this, visitors from the “south” are always
amazed by what is going on. We
probably take some of this for granted.

This year, we are expanding into a
new Centre of Charity in one of the
northern suburbs, something that
has been talked about for years. We
have new Centre Managers in both
Katherine and Alice Springs, so that
is a terrific boost for those areas. Our
young people, led by our Youth rep,
are doing a great job with young adults
as well as some of the younger people
in the Colleges and some primary
schools. Teenagers volunteered in the
Alice Springs Centre over the Christmas
period when the usual volunteers were
away on holidays.

Where would you like
to see the Society in five
years?
Although the Territory is a large
area, there are very few people in
comparison to many other states.
When people retire or move interstate their absence is greatly felt. As
with other jurisdictions, many of the
people volunteering in our Centres
are older, retired people. It is getting
harder to replace them. Although
there are many retired people in
Darwin and Palmerston, there are also
many different organisations seeking
voluntary help from the same people.
We have to sell ourselves better, and
continue to involve these people so
that they enjoy what they are doing.
We would like to do more; often
money is a limiting factor. I think we
also need to network more so that
different organisations do the best they
can, rather than us thinking we have to
do the lot. ♦
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How would Ozanam respond to the s
by bernie geary

The St Vincent de Paul
Society in Victoria hosted
the 17th Ozanam Lecture
on Sunday, February 23,
2014. Each year, a guest
lecturer is invited to speak
on a contemporary social
justice issue. The theme
of this year’s lecture was
“How would Frederic
Ozanam respond to the
social challenges of today?”
The guest speaker was the
Principal Commissioner for
Children and Young People
in Victoria, Bernie Geary,
and the respondent was
Frank Purcell, who is the
President of the St Vincent
de Paul Society Goulburn
Valley Regional Council
in Victoria. The following
article is an edited version
of Mr Geary’s speech.
I feel truly honoured to have been
asked to deliver this Ozanam Lecture
and to be included in such an
illustrious group of people who have
delivered this lecture in the past. This
is far beyond anything I could have
imagined when I first started out
working with people in dire need of
support, particularly young people who
are so most often disenfranchised by
the systems that control their lives.
I knew so little then about what was
the best thing to do to support these
young people and their families and, in
the intervening decades of involvement,
found that they were the teachers and I
was the pupil. I discovered, as so many
have before me, including Frederic
Ozanam and Vincent de Paul, that
people don’t really care too much how
much you know, only how much you
20

The record | autumn 2014

The 17th Ozanam Lecture was hosted the St Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria.

care. For me, this is what the
St Vincent de Paul Society stands for:
care and love of others.
I do have some recent involvement
with the St Vincent de Paul Society
and, prior to my current role as
Commissioner for Children and Young
People, I developed a deep regard
for the members of the Society who
are inspired to volunteer their time to
alleviate the suffering of others in the
tradition of Frederic Ozanam and St
Vincent de Paul.
In reflecting on the words of those
who have gone before me, I was
struck by the reflection of last year’s
orator, Robert Fitzgerald, who pointed

out that Frederic Ozanam originally
was not so moved by the needs of the
poor but rather the need to defend
the Church’s relevance in the face of
strident criticism against its alignment
with the political and aristocratic
classes.
It was, in fact, a fellow member of
his theological discussion group who
challenged Frederic to “do something”
about the issues he so eloquently
debated. His move to practical support
was born out of this challenge and this
is something that resonates for me.
In all my time working with those in
need of support, I have always had the
words of Luke’s Gospel in the back of

ocial challenges of today?
“We must never forget
how hard it is for people
to “receive”, without the
ability to give back”

Photo courtesy of Casamento Photography

In the spirit of Frederic Ozanam, we
must “not be content with tiding the
poor over the poverty crisis.” Rather,
we must “study their condition and the
injustices which brought about such
poverty, with the aim of a long-term
improvement.”

my mind, “faith without good works
is dead.” And I note that last year, in
response to Robert Fitzgerald, Michael
Liddy pointed out that Frederic
Ozanam did not accept the conditions
as they were in Paris and France in
1833 – he responded and reacted to
them.
This challenge still exists for us – not
to just accept the conditions we find
exist for those in need, the necessary
consequence of the tight financial
and fiscal conditions of our time.
Not to accept the interpretation
of the conditions of those in need
from the various political and social
commentators, which prevail in our
electronic and print media.

The question I have been asked to
address is: “How would Ozanam
respond to the social challenges of
today?” Firstly, I am sure, from my
reading of his life and times, he
would be driven by the need to first
understand rather than judge.
We must never forget how hard it is
for people to “receive”, without the
ability to give back. We know from our
own experiences that it is often much
more difficult to receive than it is to
give, so in seeking to understand, let
us appreciate the place that those in
need find themselves, being dependent
upon the generosity of others.
So Frederic would first want to “know”
first-hand the difficulties that people
face and their circumstances. My best
guess would be that he would be
asking a lot of questions about the
issues such as indigenous disadvantage
and why it is still far more likely
that indigenous Australians in 2014
live in poverty, die younger and be
imprisoned, than anyone else in
Australia.
• He would be asking why it was that,
in a country as affluent as Australia,
.one in 100 Australians need to
use government-funded specialist
homelessness services.
• He would also want to question the
way in which the elders of our society,
our ageing, are treated and would find
it hard to understand the language
of policy makers that use terms such

as “the burden of ageing” and fail
to acknowledge the value of old
people and source their wisdom and
understanding.
• He would be bemused by the
political handling of asylum seekers
and be asking why it is that a
country such as Australia could be so
apparently lacking in compassion and
driven by xenophobic fear.
• He would be strong and
compassionate in his call for a
substantial response to the needs
of those with mental illness and the
need to find a better way to assist.
• He would exhort us today, much the
same way he did in 1833: “Yours must
be a work of love, of kindness, you
must give your time, your talents,
yourselves,” reminding us that “the
poor person is a unique person of
God’s fashioning with an inalienable
right to respect.”
Frederic Ozanam would ensure that
the focus of the Society was one
based on compassion. He would not
be waiting for the poor to come to
him; he would be out among those in
need, he would respond from what
he heard first-hand from those in
need, not be driven so much by the
social commentators but driven by
the understanding developed from
walking a mile in their shoes. I can
imagine him exhorting the members
to: “Imagine if you had to live on
the streets with no reliable source
of income because of your inability
to get a job; imagine the feelings
generated by your own inability to
present yourself as others do, because
of your lack of access to a shower and
regular change of clothes. Or imagine
living day to day with the stigma
you felt by the condition you found
yourself in; imagine feeling constantly
patronised and looked down on,
unable to look others in the eye for
fear of being judged or set upon.”
Frederic Ozanam would be
challenging the Society to “live the
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Something I experienced myself
recently impressed on me how
important it is to “leave” people with
hope.

Guest speakers Bernie Geary (left) and Frank Purcell (right), at the Ozanam Lecture held in February 2014.

compassion needed” and to speak
up and speak out in solidarity with
those in need most of community
support. He would be reminding us
that it is when we are criticised for our
uncompromising views on the needs
of the poor that we are most likely
to be “doing the work we are called
to do”.
I can say with absolute conviction,
and after 30-odd years working in this
area, that it is not what we do that
matters as much as why we do what
we do. Mother Teresa reminded us
once that “the need for love in the
world is greater than the need for
food.” The St Vincent de Paul Society
in Australia that was founded 160
years ago is based on that truth, and
not only that, but the thing that will
constantly drive our efforts is our own
need to “make a difference.”
I cannot recall a time when I really
knew what the answers were for
the people I worked with, but I can
vividly recall the feelings of gratitude
expressed to me when I just let myself
respond to others in an open and
non-judgemental way, seeking the
answer from them.
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“Frederic Ozanam was a
model of this behaviour
and he was careful in the
language he used when
talking of those in need.”
Frederic Ozanam was a model of
this behaviour and he was careful in
the language he used when talking
of those in need. This, I believe, is a
lesson for us all, because the language
we use is determined by the thoughts
we have and leads in turn to the
actions we take, which form our habits,
which create the brand we live by, and
is observed by those around us.
We cannot fake it then; we must only
respond to need from our heart, our
compassion is what connects us to
those we serve. We need every now
and then to go within ourselves and
ask honestly, “Why am I doing this?”
and “What are my true beliefs about
those I find myself assisting?” The
answers to these questions will set the
way in which we respond and will
be also the way we are perceived by
those we serve.

If I think of the constituency that I
now represent, the vulnerable young
people and children of our society,
I cannot help but think that Frederic
Ozanam would have been agitating
for change and would be saying that
there is no reason why these young
people should expect less than
others. He would be asking “Why is
it that these young people are overrepresented in the juvenile justice
system? Why do we not invest the
necessary money into their welfare?
Why can we not provide the family
environment for them that they so
crave?” He would challenge us to
be constantly unsettled by accepting
anything less for these young people.
So Frederic Ozanam would be
challenging us to look within, not
to wait for the poor to come to us
or ring on a helpline. He would be
challenging us to go out and seek out
those in need, to feel their pain and
respond from the compassion that
this sympathy inspires. He would be
demanding that the Society challenge
those with the power to address the
needs of those marginalised in our
society and hidden from view. He
would be shining the spotlight on
those areas in an affluent society that
cause most discomfort. He would
want his society to stand alongside
the disenfranchised and provide the
support they so desperately need.
His is not a call to comfort – his is
a call to push the boundaries of a
comfortable society in the name of
those in need. The Society he formed
is to be a beacon for those overlooked
and disregarded. ♦
Bernie Geary is the Principal Commissioner
of the Victorian Commission for Children and
Young People.
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Philippines continues to
rebuild after typhoon

It has been more than 100 days since
Typhoon Yolanda (also known as
International Typhoon Haiyan) hit on
8 November, 2013, leaving
approximately 7,000 reported dead,
980,000 displaced survivor families and
more than
P36.6 billion Phillipine Pesos (about
$896 million Australian dollars) worth
of destruction to property. The worst hit
area was Eastern Visayas. To date we
have given a total of P1,200,000 (nearly
$30,000 AUD) in relief goods distributed
to 6,500 families. Ongoing are
construction of 30 houses in relocation
sites in Borbon, Cebu, and
45 semi-permanent houses in Bogo,
Cebu, for homes totally washed out by
the typhoon.
We have disbursed a total of
P6,337,907 (about $155,421
AUD) comprising of subsidy for
emergency housing materials for the
reconstruction of houses partially and
totally damaged by Typhoon Yolanda.
We are still looking for possible
relocation sites for people in
Leyte, as most available areas were
determined as no-build zones.
The local government has created
restricted housing areas within 40
metres of the shore line or highest

The PHILIppines
Western Visayas
Panay Island: Iloilo, Roxas,
Antique, Aklan
Eastern Visayas
Leyte (Tacloban, Ormoc,
Palompon) Eastern Samar
Central Visayas
Northern Cebu
(Daanbantayan, Bogo)
Mimaropa
Coron, Palawan

map courtesy of wikimedia commons

The President of the
Society of St Vincent de
Paul in the Philippines
recently updated members
of the international
Vincentian family on
the recovery effort in the
aftermath of the powerful
typhoon that devastated
large parts of the country
in November last year.
The following article is
an edited version of the
progress report provided
by Mayleen ‘PMay’ A.
Bernardino in February.

water level reached during high
tide, to accommodate the threat of
climate change. Resettlement areas
have not yet been defined in Eastern
Visayas, although bunkhouses for
1,500 families have been built by
the Department of Public Works and
Highways (DPWH) in Tacloban and
Ormoc.
We are focussing our efforts on the
following areas:

1. Education
Many school children have resumed
classes in makeshift classrooms. Some
of the graduating students have been
adopted by colleges in neighbouring
areas so that their pursuit for college

education will not be disrupted.
Many of public school buildings
are undergoing reconstruction and
hopefully will be completed by year
end 2014.
School children have lost their school
bags, school supplies, uniforms,
books, projects and other schoolrelated items so there are appeals
for assistance of P2,000 (approx.
$50AUD) per child for school items.
Since parents have lost their jobs
or livelihood, many children need
meal and transportation allowances,
and other education assistance. Full
scholarship grants are being organised
for those orphaned by the calamity for
the entire duration of their elementary
high school and college education.
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2. Livelihood
The government has provided
the cash-for-work scheme for the
debris cleaning and construction of
government infrastructure. In essence,
those with little construction know-how
are employed for government and
internationally funded projects for
typhoon victims. This is supplemented
by a cash for training project which
aims to train typhoon victims in the
areas of hollow block-making, welding,
carpentry, plumbing or electrical and
eventually help them land jobs due to
the massive demand for housing and
public works infrastructure.
For our ongoing housing projects, we
particularly adopted cash for works
or sweat equity share of beneficiaries.
While people build their own homes,
we are partially providing cash for their
family’s sustenance. We are looking
into agricultural projects like farming
(providing seeds and fertilisers), hograising, chicken, cattle or goat-raising
for families. Possible areas are variety
stores or “sari-sari stores” or selling
cooked foods (carinderia) or food carts
where they will be extended livelihood
loans payable in soft terms. Training will
be explored to ensure entrepreneurial
skills are developed. We have requested
our regional Conferences to look
into potential beneficiaries of these
livelihood projects. The Society of St
Vincent de Paul (SSVP) members will
guide and monitor these projects.

Relief stage
Relief operations were successfully
carried out in the Visayas Region
to a total of about 6,500 families
from donations received from the
International General Council (ICG),
Australia and local donors in the
amount of about P1.3million.

Government bunkhouses in Samar.

response plan (the rehabilitation stage),
the National Executive Board (NEB)
decided to personally visit and evaluate
the actual situation of the affected
areas; Brother Thomas Tan even joined
the group in the Leyte visit.
Seeing media reports of the havoc
created by the calamity will never
be the same as actually seeing the
destruction, the loss of lives and
properties, feeling the hurts and
hearing the cry of the people affected.
Simply sharing time, listening to their
experiences of the day they thought
was the end of the world, was much
appreciated by the victims. A simple
touch, an embrace, a hug, a few
words of encouragement, any form of
compassion, an assurance of a new
day for them, extending hope and just
strengthening their faith may be far
more important than the relief goods
we sent.

Rehabilitation stage

Before distributing the relief goods, we
prayed with the victims and reminded
them that the goods represented the
generosity and support of various local
and international donors who can only
show their love and care by sending
these tangibles to them.

Realising the need to proceed now
to the second phase of our disaster

We have seen the destroyed houses
but we have felt the undestroyed faith
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in the Lord. We have seen houses
totally washed out but we have felt
that the hope in them has remained.
We have seen how they built makeshift
houses but we have felt how they
were picking up the pieces together to
rebuild not only their houses but their
lives as well.
So many people and institutions are
helping, yet so many are still in need,
media reported 860,000 families
affected and P$37.6million destruction
to properties and to properties and
more than 6000 lives lost. With the
available funds we received from
donors, the National Executive Board
decided to extend:
Housing materials subsidy worth
P10,000-25,000 for partially destroyed
houses located in lots they own or
lease; and temporary housing for
totally washed out communities in
relocation sites worth P40,000-50,000.
We have partnered with the prominent
Antigua family in Borbon, Cebu, who
has offered their three-hectare property
for housing of Typhoon Yolanda
victims. Each family will be allocated
50m² of lot to be paid by the victims
at P25,000 (about $613) in 20 years at
about P150 per month (about $3.70).
We are constructing 15-17 houses at a

We have signed a Memorandum of
Agreement with the City of Bogo,
through the City Mayor, for the
Yolanda Village; a property owned by
the city government which is willing
to subdivide the area lot where we
can construct 15 to 20m² houses. We
have committed to initially build 25
houses from funds given by SSVP
Malaysia. The beneficiaries can
acquire the lot to be priced at P60,000,
payable in 20 years at P250 ($6 per
month). Other funders for the houses
within the area are the Catholic
Bishops Conference of the Philippines
- National Secretariat for Social Action
(CBCP NASSA) and World Vision. Our
house construction will be supervised
by the Daughters of Charity (DC) and
our SSVP Conference at the St Louise
de Marillac School of Bogo.
These ‘Transit Shelter Programs’ are
basically core houses, no dividers, red
cement flooring and no individual
bathroom since a common one will be
constructed by the city government.
When we receive more funds, we
hope to be able to commit more
permanent shelter to the displaced
families. We intend to develop our
housing communities into faith-based
communities with possible adoption
of families by our SSVP conferences
who will continue to support them in
rebuilding their lives.
We are aware that the subsidy is
barely sufficient for their actual
needs but, at this point, time is of
the essence in extending immediate
assistance.
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price range of P35,000 (about $860)
to P40,000 (approx. $980) for housing
materials alone. Labour shall be done
by beneficiaries and a few skilled
labourers provided by the city council
of Borbon. SSVP Florida has helped
us out with seven houses. Our local
donors may be able to contribute 10
houses. We are targeting 50 houses
at least for this area. To date we have
committed 25 houses only.

A banner with a thank you message from the community of Estanica, Iloilo.

Rebuilding stage

We thank the International General
Council of the St Vincent de Paul Society
for its campaign for ‘1,000,000 Euros for
the Philippines’. We hope to provide
permanent housing to San Dionisio,
Iloilo and to Tacloban, Leyte, when the
areas identified have been negotiated as
available for housing.

We are still to move on the third
phase of our disaster response plan
which is rebuilding of lives. This
entails providing livelihood, income
opportunities, skills training, and
educational assistance for children,
especially those orphaned by the
calamity, psychological debriefing
for families, especially children
traumatised by the incident, and
spiritual formation sessions for
displaced families.

We still plead that people like you still
multiply and donors share their material
possessions “till it hurts” so that we can
continue our mission for our people.

The National Council of the
Philippines will never forget our
international Vincentian family who
has supported us in the most tragic
calamity that has befallen our country.
On behalf of our members and our
countrymen who in one way or
the other have benefitted from the
contribution of everyone who had
a heart beating for others, for the
prayers offered, for the kind words
of sympathy, for the material goods
and clothing, for the financial aid, we
thank you all.

After some time, the world may forget
what happened, but the Society of
St Vincent de Paul will continue to
remember and help our victims rise
up again from the ruins of the disaster.
We are to spread a message to the
world that the Lord uses the weak to
comfort the strong. This calamity is a
reminder that everything in this world is
temporary and when all is lost, it is only
the Lord and His great mercy and love
which remain for us to hold onto. ♦
Mayleen ‘PMay’ A. Bernardino is the National
President of the Society of St Vincent de Paul in
the Philippines.
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A job for St Lawrence

Picnic lunch at Victoria Station, Ivanhoe,
NSW 1927

St Joseph’s Orphanage, Hobart 1927

St Joseph’s Orphanage, Hobart 1927

Boarding The Nairana Melbourne 1927

Nyngan 1940

National President Heber Boland, Cardinal
Gilroy and Boland family members ca 1960

B y M i c ha e l M o r a n

Somewhere in Australia an ageing
member of the Society may possess a
treasure of the St Vincent de Paul Society.

shed, in Sydney perhaps, where The
Record was edited, or on Queensland’s
Sunshine Coast, where editors go to retire?
Does a descendant of one of the great
Vincentians who edited The Record in days
of yore – Frank Egan, Ted Bacon, and
Carey Tobin – have them stored in an attic?

No one is quite sure why
St Lawrence is the patron
saint of archives. It may
be because he rescued
the treasures of the early
Church from the evil
Roman empire. The
documents (or archives)
of the early Church were
numbered among those
treasures. If the early
Church had employed an
archivist instead of a saint,
we’d have a clearer picture
of what actually happened.
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Here is how. Older issues of this journal,
The Record, from its early days in the 1940s
to the 1980s, are full of photos of Society
members and occasions. Every meeting
and every special work, city or country,
Council or Conference, seems to have been
photographed. Several thousand images
must have been created but most of the
original prints and negatives are missing.
Some have survived – you can see
examples on this page – but the rest have
disappeared into history. If they still exist,
they would provide a wonderful record
of the Society’s history.
Are they sitting in a dusty old box,
somewhere in an ancient Vincentian’s

From the Archives invokes the support of
a whole suite of patron saints in pursuit
of this lost treasure: not only St Lawrence
but also St Rita of Cascia (impossible
causes) and even, one fears, St Jude
(hopeless cases).
If any reader has any ideas, please
contact the Society’s archivist, Michael
Moran, on 02 6202 1214 or at mike@
svdp.org.au ♦
Michael Moran is the St Vincent de Paul Society
National Council of Australia Archivist.

Charlie Dugan at Cadbury’s Factory, Claremont,
Tasmania 1927

SVDP Seafarers Club, Hobart, 1951

Society Mass, St Mary’s Cathedral, Hobart 1927

Bill Coogan, a great Vincentian, ca 1945

Leaving Sydney for Hobart 1951

Braidwood ca 1940

Neath Colliery near Cessnock, NSW 1944

Landing at New Norfolk, Tasmania, 1951

Nyngan 1940

Bill Coogan and John L Mullen, ca 1940

Braidwood ca 1940
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Poverty and social
expenditure in focus
B y Ri k S u th e r la n d
Graph sourced from: http://theconversation.com/
age-pension-reform-needed-for-a-fair-sustainable-welfare-system-22313

Around three million
Australians live below
the poverty line, and each
year around 6.5 million
Australians receive a
payment from Centrelink.
This fact sheet deals with
income support payments
to Australians who are
not currently in full
employment.
Around 2.3 million older Australians
receive a pension from Centrelink due
to old age and retirement. This costs
$36.3 billion per year.
Veterans, carers, youth, students, and
other income support payments total
$21 billion per year.
Around 800,000 people in Australia
have a physical disability, or a severe
mental illness, that is recognised as
making it impossible for them to
support themselves. This costs
$15 billion per year.

Spending on Newstart
payments fell by nearly 20%
below the Consumer Price
Index (CPI) over the past
decade, as those payments
are not indexed.
Just over 700,000 Australians receive
Newstart. Half of these people
are not required to look for work
due to reasons such as training/
education, already being in parttime work, volunteering, caring for
children, temporary health problems,
participating in disability management
programs, and for other reasons. The
total cost of Newstart is estimated at
$7.6 billion this year. ♦
Rik Sutherland is the Research Officer for the
St Vincent de Paul Society National Council of
Australia.
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Commonwealth government recurrent expenditure, 2012-13.
Grattan Institute analysis of Commonwealth budget papers.

Putting social
expenditure in
context
The total Commonwealth budget is
$375 billion per year.
Health costs $62 billion per year, and
grew by an average of 7.4% per year
over the past decade. Education and
research costs the government $32
billion per year, and grew an average
of 4.8% over the past decade.
GST payments to states cost
$48 billion, and defence costs
$31 billion.
Two million families received Family
Tax Benefits, totalling
$18.9 billion per year.
Welfare spending grew by an average
of 3.4% per year over the past decade;
more slowly than GDP. Spending on
Newstart payments fell by nearly
20% below the Consumer Price Index
(CPI) over the past decade, as those
payments are not indexed.

Bibliography
The Australian Council of Social
Service (ACOSS) Poverty Report 2012
available at acoss.org.au/uploads/html/
ACOSS_PovertyReport2012.html
The Department of Social Services: Annual
Report 2012–2013 can be found here: dss.gov.
au/sites/default/files/documents/10_2013/
facs_41449_ar123_accpdf_fa5.pdf
The former Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs (FAHCSIA) Statistical Paper No 10 is
available at: fahcsia.gov.au/sites/default/files/
documents/07_2012/stps10.pdf
The former Department of Education,
Employment and Workplace Relations
(DEEWR) Portfolio Budget Statements 20132014 can be found here: docs.employment.
gov.au/system/files/doc/other/2013-14_deewr_
portfolio_budget_statements.pdf, page 86
Grattan Institute Budget Report 2013 is
available here: http://grattan.edu.au/static/
files/assets/ff6f7fe2/187_budget_pressures_
report.pdf

letters

THE MAIL
Reader critical of linking
asylum seekers and
certain scriptures
To the editor,
Having just read the summer edition
of The Record, I would be interested
to read Michael Bowden’s take on the
Gospel passage Matthew 22: 9-14. The
invitation in that case went out to all
but if you were improperly dressed you
were ‘asked’ to leave the feast in no
uncertain fashion and to a seemingly
unpleasant future.
The asylum seeker issue is not the
simplistic one which he paints and
solutions to the problem are not to be
found by offending large sections of
the community with inflammatory
remarks and language or personal
opinion presented as known fact. Nor
should isolated passages of scripture

Response from the author,
Mike Bowden
The piece I contributed to The Record,
‘Public outcry in Darwin over Operation
Sovereign Borders’ was a report of a
public meeting attended by a wide
spectrum of people in the Darwin
community including our Bishop,
academics, lawyers and people off the
street – of whom I was one.
It does not reflect my “personal
opinion” but rather is an almost
verbatim account of the main points
presented by three eminent experts.

Editor’s note
Both the response by Mike Bowden
and the letter penned by Madelon
Sutcliffe have been published with the
knowledge of all parties involved. The
St Vincent de Paul Society’s official
Refugee Policy is available to the

be applied in a fundamentalist way to
support a particular point of view.

us, that does not mean we forego all
common sense in trying to assist them.

Just because we would like to see the
disadvantaged as Christ amongst

Madelon Sutcliffe
Canberra

I submitted my account to each
speaker who made amendments
and authorised their comments for
publication.
Rather than searching the scriptures
for a ‘proof text’, I simply recalled the
gospel reading of the Sunday of the
week of the meeting and sought to
interrogate that reading to see if God’s
message had any relevance to our
everyday lives.
I am no ‘fundamentalist’, rather a
progressive Catholic seeking daily to
find meaning and application of the
word of God to our daily work.

public on the Our Impact section of
the website www.vinnies.org.au
The policy, approved by the National
Council in September 2013, outlines
the Society’s long-term opposition to
both off-shore processing, as well as
the mandatory detention of asylum

However, if anyone is looking for a
biblical reference to help orient their
response to the plight of asylum
seekers perhaps going to Exodus
23:9 might assist. Recalling their own
experience of slavery under Pharaoh
in Egypt, the Israelites recalled their
own escape. Here is what Moses
taught his people: “Do not oppress a
foreigner; you yourselves know how
it feels to be foreigners, because you
were foreigners in Egypt.”
Mike Bowden
Darwin

seekers and refugees. The Society
continues to advocate for the timely
processing of asylum seekers and
refugee applications under protocols
that allow this relatively small and
vulnerable group of men, women
and children to live, work and attend
school in our community.
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Vincentian vocational development
I mention these
experiences not to suggest
that material help is
unnecessary, – it very
often is – but to emphasise
the point that what we
must offer is compassion,
care, concern… and time.

by Robert Leach

In December 2013, my
bulletin for a St Vincent de
Paul Society in Queensland
publication tried to make
the point that our chief
work is not the handing
out of material goods but
rather to bring to the poor
the love of Christ and, in
doing so, help them become
more confident, self-reliant
and independent.
I stressed the need to know and
understand the root causes of people’s
problems before responding with a
well-thought out plan to relieve their
fraught situations.
In a word, I emphasised the need for
quality in our engagements with the
poor.
In reflecting on that bulletin over the
holiday break and pondering what to
write about in this one, I found myself
reflecting on my experiences – and
my wife’s experiences – as members
of a Toowoomba Conference in
the ’80s and ’90s. Our involvement,
unfortunately, was rather intermittent
at the time because we had five
children at school for most of that
period and we were both working full
time.
Interestingly, that particular
Conference did not, to my knowledge,
hand out food or pay people’s
30
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image courtesy of Daughters of Charity, Chelmno

When Frederic visited the poor,
he regarded it as a religious act. He
always removed his hat upon entering
their homes saying: “I am here to serve
you.” He never preached but having
given what he had to give, he sat down
and chatted about anything that might
interest them. He gave his time and
attention.
(Ozanam In His Correspondence,
Msgr Bounard, p.343)

Portrait by Hieronym Olejniczak 2010; original
in Daughters of Charity Provincial House,
Chelmno, Poland.

expenses. Its tasks were varied, but
they all involved offering solace and
comfort to people. Let me explain:
In Toowoomba there are several
old people’s homes and one of our
regular assignments was to visit them
and chat with those who needed
company. Trish (my lovely wife) used
to cut their hair as well. Some of the
stories we heard were amazing and
occasionally quite sad. People, when
they learned to trust you, would often
open up on events they had kept
under wraps for years.
One example of this was a man
– though certainly not poor in the
financial sense, or all that old; he
still lived at home – who needed
someone to talk to. He was lonely. I
was told, before I first visited him, to
chat about sport. After a few visits he
asked me if I was prepared to listen
to a particularly tragic and disturbing

event he witnessed during the Second
World War. This was something which
had worried him for many years and
obviously it helped him to unload it
onto a sympathetic listener. It took no
skill on my part but my willingness
to listen quietly and attentively was
obviously of considerable comfort to
him.
Another, more difficult assignment,
was to visit a young lady (in her
early thirties) who had very little
time to live. She was dying of
cancer and confined to bed. As a
person relatively young myself and
certainly inexperienced in this sort of
thing, I entered her bedroom – her
disconsolate husband standing by
in the adjacent room – not knowing
what to say. I remember to this day,
with some emotion, how she made
the effort to put me at ease, even
though she was the one who needed
comforting. Nevertheless, I’m sure she
appreciated my efforts, clumsy as they
were.
At other times we would visit the
homes of people where a family
member had passed on and, as a
conference group, say the Rosary
for both the deceased and, the
bereaved. I mention these experiences
not to suggest that material help is
unnecessary – it very often is – but
to emphasise the point that what
we must offer is compassion, care,
concern… and time.
As M. Gossin, President General of the
Society in the early 1840s, wrote upon
his retirement:

Source: Les soeurs de charité : histoire populaire des Soeurs de Saint Vincent de Paul /
Léo Taxil et P. Marcel. Paris (1888?)

“That member of St Vincent de Paul
who considers himself only as a bearer
of bread to a poor family, understands
neither charity nor the Society nor
the poor. The Society has never been,
and never will be, an association of
porters.” (SVDP Manual, p. 212)
“A spirit of order and foresight is
seldom found among the poor. Yet,
in whatever destitution a family be,
it should be possible, by intelligence,
perseverance and industry, to render
its situation less painful. That is the
visitor’s principal office; he must give
to the poor his judgement, meditations
and experience. As he is the eye of the
blind man and the foot of the lame, he
must be the reason of the fool and the
steward of the prodigal.” (op.cit, p.213)
Today Trish and I belong to the Noosa
Conference – Our Lady of Perpetual
Succour – and much of what we do
involves the giving out of food and
finance. But it also involves talking
and listening, asking questions
sympathetically in order to grasp and

understand the underlying causes of
people’s problems before responding,
hopefully, with a plan. Now, in all
honesty, things don’t always work out
as well as we would like but that is
certainly our ideal and the approach
agreed to by the conference as a
whole. At Noosa our policy – ably
exemplified and encouraged by our
president – is to provide a hand up
and though that isn’t always easy to
do, we work on it and we discuss
amongst ourselves at meetings how
best to improve our processes with
the hand up always in mind.
While I am sure many conferences do
the same, the problem we have and
one no doubt confronted by others,
is the number of people requiring
assistance. As mentioned in my
previous bulletin, quantity militates
against quality.
If we see our task as merely the
handing out of material relief – being
“welfare distributors”, in other words –
numbers will not be an issue except in

terms of finding sufficient quantities of
food and finance. We will therefore see
our main tasks as material. Can we raise
enough money? Can we gather enough
food? What other material resources do
we have? These are relevant questions
but they are not fundamental to what
we’re about – or should be about!

While I am sure many
conferences do the same,
the problem we have and
one no doubt confronted
by others, is the number of
people requiring assistance.
As mentioned in my previous
bulletin, quantity militates
against quality.
If we see our task as ministering to the
poor, bringing them the love of Christ,
giving them time and attention, building
relationships with them, helping them
to help themselves – providing that
hand up we all talk about – then we
won’t be assessing the quality of our
service to the poor in terms of how
much we spent on them over the past
year or how many people we assisted
– though these statistics are certainly
of interest and relevance – we will be
looking to our own behaviours and
attitudes.
“The vocation of the Society’s
members, who are called
Vincentians, is to follow Christ
through service to those in
need and so bear witness to His
compassionate and liberating love.”
(Rule 1.2) And: “Vincentians should
never forget that giving love, talents
and time is more important than
giving money.” (Rule 3.14). ♦
Yours in Christ,
Robert Leach
Robert Leach is a member of the St Vincent de
Paul Society and a regular contributor to Catholic
publications in Queensland.
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Help Relgious Sisters - the unsung heroines in the Church

SVDP

Sr Lucia a religious
sister from Italy rendering assistance to
the poor in Ethiopia

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

