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A brief explanation of 
paternalistic welfare reform 
following the 2011 Budget
And the wise 
men and women came along and looked 
over the tops of their glasses at 
the people who were outside 
the fence and they 
said, smiling, kindly, knowingly: ah, 
we
know what’s 
good for you. We’re going to 
strengthen you and make you strong and 
even moral and up 
right . You don’t

know better. You

won’t even really notice if

at first

we put you down.

John Falzon 
canberra, 12 May 2011
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national council

Commissioning Mass for the  
National President and Council
The inVolVeMenT oF FAMilY 
was an important feature in the Mass for 
the commissioning of the st Vincent de 
paul society national president, Anthony 
Thornton, and the national council. 

The Mass was celebrated by Bishop 
pat power and concelebrant, the Very 
rev greg cooney, at st christopher’s 
cathedral in Manuka, canberra, on 
saturday 23 July 2011.

in a special touch, Anthony and his wife 
Aileen’s six children gave readings during 
the Mass. eleven of the couple’s 18 
grandchildren were also in attendance. 

“i was delighted they could be part 
of the Mass. Aileen and my two 
youngest granddaughters assisted in the 
commissioning ceremony,” Tony said.

“My children also attended the Mass 
for my commissioning as president of 
the st Vincent de paul society canberra 
goulburn in 2003 but this time they were 
able to be involved in the actual Mass.”

Another society first was the fact 
that Tony invited the members of the 
national council to be commissioned 
with him during this Mass.

“i wanted the national council to 
be commissioned with me. What we 
are meant to be about as a council is 
working together in the interests of the 
poor throughout Australia as well as 
throughout the world.”

Tony’s election to the role, following the 
sudden passing of former president syd 
Tutton in december 2010, meant that the 
2011 commissioning Mass was always 
going to be a unique, and at times, an 
emotional experience.

Vice president Teresa Wilson spoke as 
the representative of syd, whose wife 
Josephine was in attendance, along with 
two of their daughters.

in a moment of reflection, Teresa 
described the role of president as 
a serious one with considerable 
responsibilities.

“The president must look outwards with 
vision to the poor and to the wider society, 
the church, and the world, in which our 
humble organisation lives and grows.

“At the same time, the role of the president 
is a ministry of love and service. The 
president must lead and encourage all 
fellow members to give generously and 
wisely of their gifts, in loving service of the 
poor. it is always the poor who count the 
most with us,” she said.

national council chief executive officer dr 
John Falzon and Vice president Tony Muir 
acted as special ministers during the Mass.

The commissioning ceremony included 
the beautiful symbolism of presenting 
Tony with a candle and then inviting each 
national council member to light a candle 
from this one. Bishop pat then spoke the 
following words:

Tony Thornton, in accepting this role, I 
now commission you to be the National 

President of Australia. According to the 
wisdom of The Rule you have just been 
entrusted with, you are blessed with the 
collegial support of your National Council, 
men and women of faith who are called 
to serve the St Vincent de Paul Society in 
its mission to Christ’s Poor. I invite the 
members of the National Council to step 
forward and join Tony.

In sharing the light of Christ from the 
one candle, you are called to hold firm to 
the unity of the National Council in your 
ministry to Christ’s poor. This ministry 
comes before all else, as together you  
confer and deliberate over the future of the 
Society in Australia. The light of Christ 
is never diminished when it is shared. In 
accordance with The Rule, you are called 
to remember your commitment not only 
to the poor and marginalised of Australia 
but also throughout the world, where the St 
Vincent de Paul Society extends its power 
of love through a global network of charity 
and justice. ◆

left: Bishop pat power. Top: national president Tony Thornton surrounded by his family at his commissioning Mass. 
Bottom: The booklet for the commission Mass of the national president and national council.
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editorial

Who is a Vincentian?

b y  a n T h o n y  T h o r n T o n

i’Ve hAd TWo encounTers 
recently that couldn’t be more different to 
each other.

in the first encounter an enthusiastic 
and energetic professional was trying to 
explain to me why the st Vincent de paul 
society needed to learn more from the 
business world. he stressed to me that 
we needed to learn how to “make tough 
decisions” and how we desperately needed 
to make use of what seemed to me to be 
some fairly complex management theory.

i have to admit to you that i came away 
from the conversation very impressed 
by his display of knowledge. i could tell 
that he must be pretty smart because 
the language he used was not the sort of 
language that most of us would use. The 
long and the short of it is that i really 
understood very little of his message. 
unless of course the message was that i 
should be in awe of his expertise! don’t get 
me wrong. he was genuinely enthusiastic 
about what the society could achieve 
if it embraced a more corporate way of 
thinking.

The second encounter was with a man 
who spent nearly the whole time listening. 
This man was also a professional; an 
academic who had just returned from 
a stint of lecturing at oxford. he also 
happens to be a priest. But you saw neither 
of these roles being flaunted as signs of 
superiority or prestige. he is a man who 
has clearly “settled into his own skin”. he 
didn’t need to prove anything to anyone, 
certainly not to me. so he sat and listened. 
i shared with him some of the challenges 
that the society faced; some of the things 
that trouble me; the things that i feel 
distract us from why we are here. he just 
listened.

Then, when i had said everything i’d 
wanted to say, he sat in silence with me for 
what seemed liked like an eternity.

Then he spoke. 
he spoke slowly. 
And simply!

he reminded me 
that the founding 
story from the 
gospel for the st 
Vincent de paul 
society is the 
parable of the 
good samaritan.

he took me 
gently back 
through the story 

that, like most of us, i had heard a thousand 
times: the assault on the traveller, the assault 
on his dignity, the culpable behaviour of 
the priest and the levite and, of course, 
the uncomplicated but highly dangerous 
response by the samaritan, a man who was 
automatically despised because of the social 
group to which he belonged.

Then he hit me right between the eyes with 
the question Jesus posed at the end of the 
parable:

“Which of these three, do you think, was a 
neighbour to the man who fell into the hands 
of the robbers?”

“The one who showed him mercy,” replied the 
young lawyer.

“Go and do likewise,” said Jesus.

one could be forgiven for paraphrasing 
our lord here and asking: Who then is a 
Vincentian?

is the answer as simple as the one in the 
gospel? The one who shows mercy?

unlike my first encounter, i came away 
from this one with plenty to think about. 
i reflected on the confusion felt by some 
members of the society in regard to a 
revision of The rule made some time ago 
and approved by national council on 
the recommendation The rule review 
committee:

The Members of the Society are those who are:

1. Supportive of the aims, objects and ethos 
of the Society, and who recognise Catholic 
affiliation.

2. Who work for the Society, in any of its 
works on a regular basis; and

3. Who apply for membership in accordance 
with the legal constitution of the relevant 
State or Territory.

Members of the Society come together 
in groups known as Conferences and act 
through these Conferences. A Conference 
may be established within a parish, town, 
suburb, school, workplace, ethnic or social 
group. There is a strong tradition of young 
people working together in Conferences.

does this mean, some have asked me, that 
if you are an employee of the society then 
you are automatically a member?

no. it clearly doesn’t mean that since all 
three of the above criteria are necessary, 
according to The rule, for someone to be 
counted as a Member.

But can employees be Members? 
Absolutely. Many already are. no problem.
And what about Volunteers in our centres? 
i want to suggest something here. Why 
can’t we establish centres as conferences 
in their own right? That we would be able 
to do away with the sometimes hurtful 
distinction between ‘Members’ and 
‘Volunteers’.
We really need to think creatively 
about new forms of coming together as 
conferences. We need to be more willing 
to ask the question, ‘Why not?’ rather than 
dogmatically asserting that ‘we can’t do it 
this way because that is not the way we’ve 
done it in the past.’
Why can’t a centre of charity be a 
conference, with all who work there being 
conference Members if they wish, coming 
together regularly in a format that suited 
their needs.
Fr greg cooney, national council’s 
spiritual Adviser, explained at the last 
national council meeting that from the 
very beginnings of the society there have 
been three simple elements that were 
necessary for a conference to exist. The 
participants:
• prayed together (noting that this does 

not mean that it has to be from the 
society’s prayer card but can take the 
form of other spiritual reflections).

Anthony Thornton
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news in brief

professor Jon Altman and Fr Frank Brennan.

The sT VincenT de pAul 
national council of Australia is pleased 
to advise that the speaker for the gerald 
Ward lecture for 2011 will be human 
rights lawyer Fr Frank Brennan sJ.

Fr Brennan is professor of law at the 
public policy institute, Australian catholic 
university, and Adjunct professor at the 
college of law and the national centre for 
indigenous studies, Australian national 
university. The title of  Fr Brennan’s speech 
is: How do we design a dignified welfare 
safety net without becoming a nanny state? 
– lessons from Catholic social teaching.

The respondent will be Jon Altman, 
Australian professorial Fellow at the 
centre for Aboriginal economic policy 
research at the Australian national 
university. professor Altman has a 
disciplinary background in economics and 
anthropology and was awarded the Arc 
Australian professorial Fellowship (2008 
to 2013), focusing his research efforts on 
the project ‘hybrid economic Futures for 
remote indigenous Australia’.

The gerald Ward lecture will be held on 
the evening of Friday, 18 november, 2011 at 
the national library of Australia, canberra. 
The lecture series was established in 2008 
by former national council president, the 
late syd Tutton, to honour Fr Ward’s service 
to the needy in establishing the st Vincent 
de paul society in Australia in 1854. 

Fr gerald Archibald Ward, an englishman, 
was born in london in 1806 and came to 
Australia in september 1850. he brought 

Brennan to deliver 
2011 Gerald Ward lecture

with him from england a great concern 
and compassion for people in need, a great 
love for the apostle of the poor, st Vincent 
de paul, and an awareness of the work of 
the society. he established the society 
at st Francis church in Melbourne on 4 
March 1854, less than six months after the 
death of Blessed Frederic ozanam. 

The former chief justice of the high court 
of Australia, Murray gleeson Ac Qc, 
gave the inaugural gerald Ward lecture 
in 2008 on the topic of social invisibility. 
in 2009, phil glendenning, director of 
the edmund rice centre and co-founder 
of Australians for native Title and 
reconciliation, spoke on the First peoples 
and asylum seekers and the respondent was 
dr John Falzon, national council ceo. 

last year, the Archbishop of durban, 
south Africa, cardinal Wilfred napier 
oFM, gave a lecture entitled Welcoming 
the stranger – making room in our hearts 
for refugees and the respondent was John 
Mccarthy Qc. ◆

For more information about the 2011 lecture, please 
contact the national council office in canberra on 
02 6202 1200.

• shared their experience of serving the 
poor.

• encouraged each other to continue 
this activity.

so what’s stopping us from developing 
new forms of conferences alongside the 
more traditional model of conference 
that suits many existing Members? We 
already have some conferences that are 
structured around a specific ministry, 
such as assisting asylum seekers or 
visiting prisoners. Why stop there? is 
there anything, for example, stopping us 
from having an online conference?

something for us to think about.

But in the end, i just can’t help going 
back to the gospel from which we have 
received our original mission.

Who is a Vincentian?

The one who shows mercy!

i know there are some who have real 
scruples about who might ‘qualify’ as a 
Vincentian; scruples based on whether 
someone is a practicing catholic, or 
what their personal lives consist of ... the 
list of prejudices is long.

To those i simply say: remember the 
samaritan, the last person in mainstream 
Jewish society at the time of Jesus who 
would ordinarily be called ‘good’.

something to think about... ◆

Anthony Thornton is the president of the st Vincent 
de paul society national council of Australia. 
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charity | d r  J o h n  F A l z o n

b y  d r  J o h n  F a l z o n

There is another world but it is in this one.
- paul eluard

The Kingdom of God is among you.
- Jesus of nazareth

TWo MonThs Ago, i receiVed An 
email from a young man in Queensland. 
he was writing to thank the society for 
the stance we continue to take on the side 
of people who are demonised for being 
unemployed.

he told me his story. here are some parts 
of it:

“I rent a single bedroom unit for $200 per 
week.

“Around five weeks ago, I was retrenched 
from my job of four years. I do not own 
a car and do not have sufficient funds to 
purchase a car. Public transport being what 
it is around here makes finding work very 
hard. In fact, one job I applied for that I got 
an interview for I had to knock back as I 
realised that I could not get to the place of 
employment via public transport.

“With Centrelink payments and rent 
assistance I would get around $295 per 
week. I need power of course, and a phone, 
and I use the internet to help find work... so 
without even thinking about food, clothes, 
transport etc … I have around $40 a week to 
live on after I pay for internet, phone, power 
and rent.

“Now I’m in a situation where I can’t afford 
to live here so I am thinking of going back to 
Tasmania to live with my mother as I just 
can’t find affordable accommodation here, so 
because the Government in its wisdom doesn’t 
pay a single person enough to exist on their 
own, I find I have to move to a state with less 
job prospects. Lucky for me my family is there 
because moving to a place of less job prospects 
can result in your payments getting cut off 
(moving to live with relatives is ok).

“I am currently on Newstart sickness benefits 
for anxiety and depression brought on by my 
situation.

“I don’t know what to do... it all seems a bit 
too hard, ...keep going I guess ... that’s all 
you can do...”

This is why, in the words of the german 
sculptor and painter, kathe kollwitz, a 
woman who made a vocation of faithfully 
depicting the suffering of the poor and the 
oppressed: “We are in the world to change 
the world.”

even some Vincentians will say to me: 
“But surely we are not meant to actually 
change the world!”

To which i can only repeat the cry i keep on 
hearing not only from so many Vincentians 
but, more importantly, from the people we 
assist, the people whose stories we have 
the privilege of hearing: “How can we, in 
conscience, leave the world as it is?”

For me, the prophetic words of our 
founder, Frederic ozanam, keep ringing in 
my ears as the only way forward:

“Charity is the Samaritan who pours oil on 
the wounds of the traveller who has been 
attacked. It is the role of justice to prevent 
the attack!”

We might not feel like we are changing the 
world when we tend to the wounds of the 

travellers but we have a sacred obligation 
to tend to those wounds. This is what 
Vincentians do, day in and day out. We 
ask how someone is hurting and we try 
to pour the oil of love on their wounds. 
We might do this through material 
assistance, a shoulder to cry on, simple 
human company and friendship or even 
specialist services. We do it as well as we 
can with the resources we have. We have 
an obligation to use these resources wisely 
for this purpose. This is, as Frederic tells 
us, charity.

sadly, the word charity has been greatly 
diminished and twisted by social history 
in the Western world. it comes, of course, 
via the latin caritas, from the greek 
word agape, meaning an unconditional 
loving kindness or tenderness. This new 
Testament concept comes in turn from 
the hebrew hesed, sometimes translated as 
compassion.

This is why the false notion of ‘deserving’ 
versus ‘undeserving’ poor, so central to 
much of the current discourse on welfare 
reform, is so completely at odds with this 
biblical principle.

This is also why the notion of charity as a 
means of maintaining an unjust status quo 

There is another world6
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is also completely at odds with this biblical 
principle. how can we be compassionate if 
we tend to the wounds without giving  
a thought to what caused them and 
without caring if they are about to be 
inflicted again? The samaritan in the 
parable of Jesus was certainly concerned 
with these questions and he took 
preventative action by not leaving the 
traveller in the path of danger.

But there is more to this urgent calling to 
compassion and tenderness.

The beautiful nicaraguan saying sums up 
the organic connection between charity 
and justice:

Solidarity is the tenderness of the people.

solidarity means standing with someone. 
it means being bound together. it 
means feeling that we are ‘of the same 
kind’, unlike the false ‘charity’ which is 
dispensed as largesse ‘from above’ to those 
who are not ‘like us’ since ‘we’ are better 
than ‘them’. This ‘of-the-same-kind-ness’ 
is really at the root of the biblical tender 
kindness we’ve been talking about.

solidarity is horizontal rather than 
vertical. it is that which goes to the heart 
of the parable of the good samaritan 

because it eliminates the false otherness 
imposed on the samaritan and cuts 
straight to the obvious answer to the 
question, “Who is my neighbour?”

it is this compassion demonstrated by the 
samaritan, this suffering together, that is 
one and the same thing as solidarity. We’re 
all of us broken people in some way. i’d 
go so far as to say that it is very hard to be 
strong for someone else if you have not 
experienced brokenness in some way.

This is especially true for movements for 
social change such as the st Vincent de 
paul society. in fact, this brokenness lies at 
the heart of our spirituality: a spirituality 
built on our experience of the sacred 
in the people to whom we belong, our 
people. We belong because we have been 
called by the urgency of the spirit, the 
ardent patience of humanity, to take our 
place on the side of all who are oppressed, 
all who have been pushed to the edges. But 
we who are broken need not be bowed! it 
is our job to give courage to each other; 
to give each other heart. This, of course, is 
where the word courage comes from. And 
this is where the struggle for justice, the 
struggle to transform the world comes in.

it is the role of justice to prevent the 
attack.

When we reflect on the biblical origins 
of the notion of charity, we see that it 
is not only very far removed from any 
condescending practices; we also see that 
justice lies at its core, for it is built on the 
horizontal practice of solidarity.

it means laying claim to the words of Jesus 
of nazareth that the Kingdom of God is 
among us. it means hoping against hope 
and fighting against all odds for a more 
just and compassionate society. it means, 
in the words of the poet, paul eluard, who 
is really paraphrasing the words of christ: 
There is another world but it is in this one.

it means not only giving financial 
assistance to someone who is struggling 
to survive on an inadequate centrelink 
benefit, but also advocating for a just and 
compassionate social security system 
that really does offer security instead of 
creating insecurity and anxiety. Beyond 
this, it means advocating for, and helping 
to build, a society in which people are 
not condemned to live enclosed by 
massive walls that prevent access to jobs, 
education, health and housing.

Yes, we will spend our lives believing in 
this, without necessarily having achieved 
it. should this put us off from trying to 
change the world? As the poet, gioconda 
Belli, wrote:

“History is a long process, and if one can 
muster the patience to understand it, one 
can derive satisfaction from the small 
battles that drive it forward. A cause isn’t 
hopeless just because its objectives aren’t 
reached in one’s lifetime.”

or, as the incomparable dante Alighieri 
put it: 

“If you follow your star, you cannot fail to 
reach a glorious port.” ◆

dr John Falzon is chief executive officer of the 
st Vincent de paul society national council of 
Australia.
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carbon tax | g AV i n  d u F T Y

b y  G a v I n  d u F T y

in JulY, The sT VincenT de pAul 
society made public its call for part of the 
Federal government’s proposed carbon 
tax compensation package to be made 
directly through household energy bills.

As it stands, compensation for households 
will be solely delivered through tax 
transfer measures such as increases in the 
pension and allowances, in conjunction 
with changes to the tax thresholds.

given members’ regular encounters with 
people already experiencing the threat of 
energy disconnection, the society wants 
to work closely with both the government 
and the energy retail industry to ensure 
that all Australians have access to energy 
as an essential service.

We have acknowledged the government’s 
genuine attempt to address climate change 
and to ensure that most households are 
appropriately compensated, but believe 
direct assistance through a percentage 
offset of energy bills is the best solution.

The society did not reach this conclusion 
arbitrarily. it was arrived at following 
a detailed research process that 
began as soon as details of the carbon 
compensation package were released on 
10 July 2011.

in my role as manager of policy and 
research at st Vincent de paul society 
Victoria, i researched the geospatial 
impact on domestic energy bills of the 
proposed carbon tax at $23 per tonne.

The analysis was intended to find insights 
into the robustness of the government’s 
household carbon compensation package. 
The results of the analysis are outlined 
in my research paper, The Carbon Tax: 
briefing note.

What i found was the failure of the 
proposed compensation package to 
capture some of the significant variations 
in impact due to utility billing cycles, 
household location, household type and 
household needs.

it is important to note the government’s 
proposed compensation measures are 
broadly based on income and family 
status. it is also important to note that 
stationary energy bills comprise on 
average, approximately 50 per cent of 
the cost of the impact on households; 
however, this may have risen due to the 
additional exemption of 500 companies, 
announced with the introduction of the 
package.

critically, the amount of compensation 
delivered to a recipient or category of 
recipients is not geographically sensitive. it 
does not take into account where you live 
or the type of fuel options: electricity, gas 
or both, that are available in the region.

This is of particular concern, since the 
northern states have a higher average use 
of electricity compared to the southern 
states. For example, Victorians use 77 per 
cent of the electricity of nsW residents.

Queensland and new south Wales residents 
rely more heavily on electricity, one of the 
biggest contributors to household energy 
use, compared to south Australia and 
Victoria, which have greater access to natural 
gas for heating and hot water.

When it comes to the co2 tax, households 
in the southern states will be taxed at 

a lower rate per household on average 
compared to the northern states. south 
Australians will pay on average $133.29 
tax per household versus $163.88 in 
Queensland.

even within states that have significant 
reticulated natural gas, such as Victoria, 
the availability is likely to be confined 
to metropolitan or regional centres. 
conversely, in non-metropolitan areas 
there is a greater reliance on electricity.  
For example, the average household 
electricity use in metropolitan Victoria is  
7 megawatts per annum compared to 4.8 
for Victorians who have dual fuel options of 
gas and electricity.

When factoring the impact of the co2 
tax on reticulated natural gas, i found 
evidence that Victorian households 
using dual fuel options will be worse off 
financially than households in the same 
state that only use electricity, despite 
the fact that they might be more energy 
efficient.

A Victorian household with dual fuel 
options will be taxed at $205.68 on 
average, compared to an electricity-only 
household taxed at $152.95 on average. 
When one considers the negative impacts 
of the co2 tax on households with 

Direct compensation is the best option8
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combined gas and electricity, it essentially 
reverses the impacts that the government 
seeks to achieve by the taxation.

Victorian dual fuel households (and 
possibly others) will experience a higher 
taxation burden than others under the 
co2 tax, which by definition is a regressive 
tax, one that is applied uniformly and 
therefore hits lower-income earners 
harder.

Another issue worth highlighting is the 
fact that compensation is not based on 
individual consumption levels. The levels 
of energy consumption often vary due to 
personal factors such as whether a person 
rents, the amount of time they spend at 
home and how much money they have to 
invest in energy efficient technology like 
photovoltaic (pV) solar panels that make 
them eligible for subsidies.

some households will therefore 
be over-compensated while others 
stand to be undercompensated by 
the proposed co2 tax package. The 
society is particularly concerned about 
very low-income households living in 
rental accommodation. These families 
have absolutely no room to move 
when it comes to choices about energy 
consumption, and little ability to manage 

how would dIreCT 
CompenSaTIon on enerGy 
bIllS work?

it would:

• ensure that the level of 
compensation can be directly 
proportionate to the level of 
impact.

• provide transparent, practical 
and timely compensation to 
households.

• be responsive to seasonal changes, 
as compensation levels adjust with 
energy use.

• not over-compensate those who 
are already being subsidised 
through solar feed-in tariffs and 
who, as such, have insulated 
themselves from the impact of the 
carbon price.

• enable the level of compensation 
to be adjusted as required by the 
Federal government.

• reduce the possibility of increased 
disconnections and energy 
hardship.

the price-shock of higher utility bills.

lump sum compensation payments will 
not help households pay energy bills 
that arrive regularly thoughout the year, 
and are not as effective or helpful for 
struggling households.

life for these households is already a 
daily battle for survival. compensation 
delivered through a percentage offset 
on energy bills would be more timely 
and efficient. such an approach would 
proportionally support and deliver 
compensation to all pensioners and 
allowance recipients and redress, in part, 
the current discriminatory treatment of 
people on newstart Allowance.

The government’s compensation is 
intended to ameliorate the impact of 
increased costs associated with the tax on 
households but instead it has the potential 
to create further inequities. in my opinion 
the only equitable and administratively 
efficient way to compensate people is 
based on how much energy they use and 
the carbon content of this energy. ◆

gavin dufty is the Manager of policy and research at 
the st Vincent de paul society Victoria.
The carbox Tax: Briefing note, 14 July 2011, is 
available at tinyurl.com/6e7mduf
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book launch

The neXus BeTWeen poVerTY 
and poor health is such that Australians in 
the lowest socio-economic group die, on 
average, three years earlier than people in 
the highest socio-economic group.

Those in the lowest socio-economic group 
also experience twice the rate of chronic 
illness, while the gap between the rates of 
chronic illness experienced by indigenous 
compared to non-indigenous Australians 
continues to widen.

some of Australia’s leading health and 
social policy experts have set out to change 
this state of affairs and to start a public 
conversation about health and wealth 
inequality.

Forty authors have contributed to 
Determining the Future: A Fair Go and 
Health for All, a unique collection of essays 
edited by catholic health Australia chief 
executive officer Martin laverty and 
director of strategic policy liz callaghan.

Australia. The authors call on coAg to 
make this the focus in the next phase of 
national health reform.

Queensland senator claire Moore, who 
chairs the community Affairs senate 
committee, launched the publication at 
parliament house, canberra on 25 August 
2011. she congratulated the authors and 
acknowledged the role they had played in 
achieving health reform.

The book contains many references to 
senate committee inquiries conducted 
throughout the coAg process.

At the launch, Fr Frank Brennan sJ read 
an extract from his essay that details an 
important submission made by catholic 
health Australia to one such inquiry. Fr 
Brennan said:

“in June 2010, Martin laverty the ceo of 
catholic health Australia was appearing 
before a senate committee to give evidence 
about the coAg health reforms. in his 
opening statement he drew attention to a 
lacuna in the public discussion and policy 
planning. There was next to no reference to 
the social determinants of health.

“he said: ‘i would be misleading this 
inquiry if i suggested we were entirely 

happy with the announcements that coAg 
made. We are critical of what was not 
actually agreed to. For example, income 
levels, as a measure of socioeconomic 
status, are a better predicator of 
cardiovascular death than cholesterol levels, 
blood pressure and smoking combined. 
let us think about that for a moment. 
A person’s access to income is more 
important to the chances that they face 
of dying of a heart attack than whether or 
not they have high cholesterol, high blood 
pressure or whether they smoke.

‘The point i am making is that the social 
determinants of health, those factors that 
include housing, income, educational 
level, family support, supports at times of 
personal crisis in a person’s life, can have 
more bearing on a person’s health outcomes 
than access to health systems’.”

other high-profile contributors such as 
Australian Medical Association chief 
executive officer dr steve hambleton 
and former Aboriginal and Torres strait 
islander social Justice commissioner dr 
Tom calma attended the book launch.

dr calma co-authored an essay with 
the current Aboriginal and Torres strait 
islander social Justice commissioner Mick 
gooda, linking the topics of health and 
self-determination. Both men are strong 
advocates for the close the gap campaign 
for indigenous health equality.

“Aboriginal and Torres strait islander 
peoples have long asserted that their health 
is linked to their collective ability to control 

A fair go and health for all

“It is now well understood 
that the foundations of adult 
health are laid before birth 
and in early childhood... 
Generally, those with the 
lowest health status also have 
low educational and literacy 
levels.’’
Steve Hambleton 
AMA President

“If all of us play our parts in 
this reform agenda, together 
we have every chance of 
creating the 21st century 
system of care that we so 
desperately need.”
Prof Patrick McGorry

Professor Frank Brennan 
SJ AO, Martin Laverty, 

Professor Fran Baum, Dr 
Matt Fisher, Colin Wood, 

Hon Michael Board JP, 
Salli Hickford, Taanya 

Widdicombe, Professor 
Laurie Brown, Dr Binod 

Nepal, Dr Tom Calma, Mick 
Gooda, Dr David Cooper, 

Professor Mike Daube, Dr 
John Falzon, Dr Rhonda 

Galbally AO, Dr Steve 
Hambleton, Ben Harris-

Roxas, Michelle Maxwell, 
Mark Thornell, Sharon 
Peters, Patrick Harris, 

Professor Patrick McGorry, 
Dr Jenny May, Colleen 
Koh, Professor Leonie 

Segal, James Doidge, Dr 
Jackie Amos, Associate 

Professor Peter Sainsbury, 
Dr Elizabeth Harris, Marilyn 
Wise, Melissa Sweet, Helen 

Wiseman, Gloria Larman, 
Dr Tim Woodruff, Rachel 

Yates, Leanne Wells, Scott 
Brown, David Butt and  

Liz Callaghan.

You are invited to attend the 
LAUNCH OF
Determining the Future:  
a fair go and health for all

Thursday 25th August, 10am
House of Representatives Alcove, 
Parliament House

Determining the Future: a fair go and 
health for all brings together a unique 
collection of essays on the social 
determinants of health from some of 
Australia’s leading health and social policy 
experts – medical professionals, academics, 
opinion leaders, thinkers and writers.

RSVP to Deborah Reynolds  
deborahr@cha.org.au, 02 6203 2777

The authors, a mix of medical professionals, 
academics, opinion leaders, thinkers and 
writers, argue that the social determinants 
of health, such as education, welfare and 
housing policies, rarely feature in health 
policy debate or in the recent council of 
Australian governments (coAg) talks that 
resulted in the new national health reform 
Agreement.

This is despite the World health 
organsiation (Who) recommendation in 
2008 that all countries develop action plans 
on the social determinants of health as a 
means of preventing chronic illness.

The book, published by connor court 
publishing, outlines how the Who 
recommendations should be adopted in 
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their lives and cultures and the recognition 
of their rights,” their essay reads. in his 
essay, st Vincent de paul society chief 
executive officer dr John Falzon reminds 
us that health is not a commodity to be 
bought and sold. it is a complex set of social 
relations.

he writes that society members are “daily 
witnesses to the experience of people who 
are crushed and colonised by the undiluted 
messages that they are to blame for having 
been left out or pushed out of prosperity 
afforded by a strong economy and the 
freedoms afforded by a strong democracy.”

The authors of Determining the Future: A 

“(We need) to stop thinking 
of health as something we 
get at the doctor’s office but 
instead as something that 
starts in our families, in our 
schools and workplaces, in 
our playgrounds and parks, 
and in the air we breathe and 
the water we drink.”
Melissa Sweet 
Health Journalist and Author

Fair Go and Health for All are donating 
any profits from the book to a social 
determinants charity.

The push to make the social determinants 
of health the next phase of coAg health 
reform was also a topic of discussion at 
the catholic health Australia conference 
held in canberra from 31 August 2011 to 
2 september 2011.

At the annual conference dinner, five 
awards were handed out to outstanding 
individuals, many of whom have worked  
to overcome health inequities in their 
chosen fields.

catholic health Australia gave the 
following description of the award winners:

sr helen Monkivitch, rsM, Ao, was 
awarded the sr Maria cunningham 
lifetime contribution Award. sr helen has 
been heavily involved with catholic health 
care for the best part of 50 years, as a nurse, 
midwife, manager and administrator, 
mostly in Melbourne.

professor sue Walker, also based in 
Melbourne, won the chA emerging leader 
of the Year award. professor Walker is an 
obstetrician who is currently director 
of perinatal services at Mercy hospital 
for Women and is the inaugural sheila 

handbury chair of Maternal Fetal Medicine.

kerry Brenzi of st John of god hospital 
Murdoch in Western Australia was named 
nurse of the Year in recognition of her work 
supporting parents suffering the loss of a 
child in their first few days of life.

A program devised by southern cross care 
Victoria’s Ave Maria Village in shepparton 
received the leadership in positive Ageing 
Award. The program helps to ease the 
transition of residents into life in an aged-
care facility.

And the work of occupational therapists from 
calvary health care sydney to treat inmate 
patients at long Bay hospital, a maximum-
security correctional facility, was recognised 
with the outreach healthcare Award. ◆

Determining the Future: A Fair Go and Health for All 
authors include: professor Frank Brennan sJ Ao, 
Martin laverty, dr Tom calma, Mick gooda, dr 
steve hambleton, professor patrick Mcgorry, dr 
rhonda galbally Ao, professor Mike daube, dr John 
Falzon, professor Fran Baum, dr Matt Fisher, colin 
Wood, hon Michael Board, salli hickford, Taanya 
Widdicombe, professor laurie Brown, dr Binod 
nepal, dr david cooper, Ben harris-roxas, Michelle 
Maxwell, Mark Thornell, sharon peters, patrick harris, 
dr Jenny May, colleen koh, professor leonie segal, 
James doidge, dr Jackie Amos, peter sainsbury, dr 
elizabeth harris, Marilyn Wise, Melissa sweet, helen 
Wiseman, gloria larman, dr Tim Woodruff, rachel 
Yates, leanne Wells, scott Brown, david Butt, and  
liz callaghan.

From left: Australian Medical Association president dr steve hambleton, 
st Vincent de paul society national president Tony Thornton and catholic 
health Australia chief executive officer Martin laverty at the book launch at 
parliament house, 25 August 2011.

From left: Aboriginal and Torres strait islander social Justice commissioner dr Tom calma, 
st Vincent de paul society chief executive officer dr John Falzon  and Mental health 
council of Australia chief executive officer Frank Quinlan at the book launch.
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schools

a strong desire to help people less 
fortunate. in 1918, Frassati joined the  
st Vincent de paul society and 
dedicated much of his time to serving 
people in need. Frassati was unselfish 
in his actions and many, including his 
own family, were unaware of his  
charity work.

held at perth’s WAcA ground, better 
known for its AFl and international 
cricket matches, the students spent a 
night sleeping outside in 2°c weather 
and on cardboard with only a cup of 
soup and a bread roll to sustain them 
throughout the night.

The highlight of the evening was 
hearing the inspirational presentations 
from a number of guest speakers 
including the Big issue’s WA state 
Manager, Jim petrie, a Big issue vendor, 
and staff from catholic Youth Ministry 
and Vinnies Youth.

Throughout the course of the night, 
students were asked what they 
could do as one person to make a 
difference in our community and were 
encouraged to never underestimate the 
determination and passion of young 

people and their abilities to make a 
contribution in the life of another.

The st Vincent de paul society was 
founded in 1833 by Blessed Frederic 
ozanam, then 20-years-old. The 
society was established by youth in the 
spirit of youth and this compassionate 
outlook, enthusiasm and vision 
continues today in Australia. Vinnies 
Youth representative karlee Williams 
raised the issue of social justice with the 
sleepout participants, asking them:

“I want to challenge each of you tonight, 
just as Frederic Ozanam was challenged, 
and say ‘What are you going to do? Why 
can’t the person to change the world be 
you? What is stopping you?’ Each and 
every one of you is incredible, gifted and 
passionate and tonight I want you to 
know that it is not just you, it is only you 
who will be able to make a change in our 
broken world.”

Thank you to the following schools and 
parish groups who participated in the 
2011 Vinnies school sleepout, helping 
to raise over $15,000 for the st Vincent 
de paul society’s homeless services. 

Students rug up for a night of reflection

Winter 2011 saw school groups and 
parishes from around Australia 
sleepout to raise awareness 
of homelessness in their local 
communities. In Queensland, 
schools throughout the state 
organised sleepovers to raise 
awareness of youth homelessness. 
The initiative also continued in 
Western Australia but, for the first 
time, students from schools across 
Perth gathered together at the 
WACA and readied themselves for 
a night in the elements. Athough 
prepared with warm clothing, 
sleeping bags and cardboard boxes, 
the cold-biting experience was an 
eye-opener. Students were able to 
reflect on the lives of those 40,000 
Australians aged under 25 who 
sleepout every night, while raising 
funds for the Society to help people 
experiencing homelessness.

West Australian 
students’ sleepout
b y  l I S a  T o r r e

The 4Th oF JulY is reMeMBered 
for many things and in 2011 it also 
became known for the inaugural Vinnies 
school sleepout in Western Australia – 
an awareness raising event that brought 
together more than 130 high school 
students. The aim of the Vinnies school 
sleepout is to provide an insight into 
homelessness, a reality for some 22,000 
Australian young people aged 12-18.

The date was chosen to coincide with 
the Feast day of Blessed pier giorgio 
Frassati (6 April 1901 - 4 July 1925). 
Frassati was born in Turin, italy and 
was a young spiritual man who was 
interested in social activism and held West Australian students at the inaugural school sleepout event.

12
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Sleepover success 
in Queensland
b y  T h e  q u e e n S l a n d 
y o u T h  T e a m

sTudenTs Across QueenslAnd 
have also been witnessing the true face 
of homelessness through the st Vincent 
de paul society’s school sleepover 
initiative.

As part of the Winter Appeal each year, 
catholic schools around Queensland are 
encouraged to participate in fundraising 
or collecting items for donation, in order 
to highlight the values of social justice 
and compassion. in partnership with the 
st Vincent de paul Qld Youth Team, 
schools across the state were encouraged 
again this year to not only collect 
basic requirements to assist people in 
need, but to go one step further and 
themselves experience the realities of 
living on the streets.

in July, the Vinnies school sleepover 
engaged 24 schools throughout Qld to 
sleepout and experience what it is like 
to sleep rough and to raise awareness 
for the realities of youth homelessness. 
of the 120,000 people in Australia that 

sleep each night without a permanent 
roof over their heads, 40,000 of them 
are under the age of 25. The Vinnies 
school sleepover encouraged the youth 
of Queensland to actively go out and do 
something about it.

Without the comforts of home, 28 Mt 
Alvernia college Year 10 students slept out 
on a particularly cold night in Brisbane. 
Alison stone, dp Mission and outreach, 
said the event was a great opportunity to 
put the school’s Franciscan value of service 
into action.

“our school sleepover gives our girls, who 
have so much, a chance to think about 

what life could be like without all the 
home comforts that are usually taken 
for granted,” she said.

Mt Alvernia college described the event 
as a great success. Along with numerous 
other schools throughout the state, it 
plans to participate again in 2012 and 
continue building the foundations for 
awareness of homeless youth. ◆

dates for next year’s Vinnies school sleepover  
are yet to be confirmed. For further information, 
contact the st Vincent de paul society in 
Queensland on (07) 3010 1000.

students from Mt Alvernia college in Queensland at the school sleepover.

• irene Mccormack catholic college
• John XXiii college
• la salle college
• Mandurah catholic college
• st Brigid’s college
• st norbert college
• st Thomas the Apostle parish

The Vinnies school sleepout will be held once 
again in 2012 with dates to be confirmed. For 
further information, contact st Vincent de paul 
society in WA on (08) 9475 5400. 
lisa Torre is the online and Marketing 
coordinator for the st Vincent de paul  
society WA.

13



T h e r e c or d |  spr i ng 2 011

The releAse oF The AuSTRALIAN 
Community Sector Survey 2011 has 
reminded a public seemingly fixated on the 
stock market, and the looming prospect of 
another international economic crisis, that 
not everyone has bounced back from the 
last downturn.

The survey by the Australian council of 
social service (Acoss) found that welfare 
and community sector organisations were 
inundated by demands for assistance in 
the aftermath of the 2008 global Financial 
crisis (gFc). it noted a sharp increase 
in the number of Australians seeking 
assistance, so much so that, during the 
12 months to 30 June 2010, welfare 
organisations had to turn away more than 
one in 20 people.

Acoss chief executive officer dr 
cassandra goldie has described the survey 
results as disturbing. There was a 12 per 
cent jump in the number of people seeking 
assistance and a 19 per cent increase in 
those being turned away from charities 
compared to the previous year.

despite the overall increase in services 
delivered by the 745 organisations 
surveyed, the majority, 55 per cent, 
indicated that they were still unable to meet 
demand for their services. people were 
denied services on approximately 345,000 
occasions, equating to more than 1 in 20 
eligible people seeking social services being 
turned away. This represents a 19 per cent 
rise on the 298,000 people turned away in 
2008-09.

dr goldie said the findings exposed a 
misconception that Australians had survived 
the gFc without lasting damage, and that 
most people are doing fine. she said the stark 
reality was that a growing group of people in 
Australia are simply not doing well.

“The increasing number of people turning 
to the community welfare sector reflects 
the steep lag effects of the gFc, suggesting 
that the benefits of economic recovery have 
been unevenly distributed,” dr goldie said.

The take home message is that despite the 
Federal government’s stimulus package 

following the gFc, which was welcomed 
by Acoss and went some way to alleviate 
the extra strain on people on the lowest 
incomes, the way to avoid an overstretched 
welfare sector in the future is through 
reform and a sustained injection of funds.

“our survey shows this growing need 
for help is placing enormous strain on 
community services with almost all 
services experiencing heightened demand, 
stating that funding levels have not kept 
pace with the increase in demand.

“This is a worrying picture. it highlights the 
urgent need for sustained action to ensure 
people can have at least adequate income 
support and assistance to tackle the roots of 
disadvantage, as well as support for the vital 
sector that is crucial to supporting people 
and preventing further disadvantage,” dr 
goldie said.

The survey results have also provided a 
strong platform from which to argue for 
an increase in unemployment allowances, 
especially newstart and sole parenting 
allowances.

The st Vincent de paul society’s dr John 
Falzon told ABc radio’s AM program that 
people receiving a newstart Allowance 
of $34 a day were in a permanent state of 
recession and called for an overhaul of the 
welfare sector.

“people who are living in a permanent state 
of recession, even during the economic 
boom time, are disproportionately affected 
by a further downturn such as the one 
experienced at the time of the gFc,”  
dr Falzon said.

“We have got to rethink the whole way that 
we do social security in Australia; we have 
got to end the demonisation and blaming 
of people who remain unheard. We have got 
to ensure that they don’t remain unheard. 
We have got to engage in policies that 
remove the barriers, tear down the walls, 
rather than making those walls higher.”

This sentiment was reinforced on the day 
of the launch and in subsequent days by 
social workers and welfare organisations 
from across the country.

The annual Australian community sector 
survey provides the most comprehensive 
picture of how the non-government 
community services and welfare sector  
is travelling. ◆

Welfare demands skyrocket during downturn

key FIndInGS –auSTralIan 
CommunITy SeCTor Survey 2011

Services experiencing the greatest 
increase in demand:
• residential aged care – 128% increase
• Financial support services – 50% increase
• emergency relief – 22% increase
• support services for Aboriginal and 

Torres strait islander people – 22%
• housing/homelessness services – 21%

Factors contributing to financial stress
• inadequate income support 

payments – 56%
• lack of affordable housing – 42%
• long-term unemployment – 34%
• disability and/or mental illness – 32%
• rising cost of household utilities – 25%

aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people
• Across all services accounted for 

16% of clients, more than six times 
actual representation in the general 
population

• Most pronounced in indigenous 
support services – 85%

• Alcohol & other drugs support – 44%
• domestic violence & sexual assault – 28%
• housing & homelessness – 19%

Sole parents
• represent 28% of service users, despite 

making up only 4% of the general 
population

• Most pronounced in domestic violence 
& sexual assault – 59%

• Family relationship services – 43%
• Aboriginal and Torres strait islander 

support services – 40%
• emergency relief – 39%
• housing & homelessness – 35%

survey results
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reconnection | lisA FoWkes

b y  l I S a  F o w k e S

MY eXperience WiTh orgAnised 
religion (or disorganised, for that 
matter) has been minimal. My mother’s 
catholicism lapsed pretty soon after i 
was baptised. My father raged against the 
churches, whilst adopting an eclectic fusion 
of Buddhism, libertarianism and higher 
mathematics. i briefly became serious 
about god in about grade 4 when my 
school mate, Jane Waterfield, convinced me 
to come along to her sunday school class. 
she had promised that they served fizzy 
drink. it turned out to be orange cordial, 
which set me up for a lifetime of skepticism 
– how could one take seriously a claim that 
the deity had turned water to wine when 
his followers couldn’t even offer Fanta?

since then, i have worked alongside many 
people of faith and had dealings with 
many church-run organisations. They have 
covered the whole spectrum of motivations 
and behaviours from wonderful, 
passionate humanitarians to backstabbing 
corporate psychopaths. i have, at times, 
been concerned about the legitimacy of 
church-run organisations in the social 
sector. The fact that an organisation is 
affiliated with or run by a church does not 
necessarily mean its services will be run 
in a way that is altruistic or in the interests 
of disadvantaged people who access them. 
A social justice agenda or social inclusion 
agenda should have a strong emphasis on 
participation by the people whose interests 
it claims to serve. While secular non-profits 
can be just as guilty of ignoring the voices 
of their clients, at least they can (in theory) 
be held to account for the extent to which 
they are genuinely community-run. The 
various brands of our major religious 
charities are no guarantee that the people 
within them respect the interests and rights 
of the people they serve. Their church 
affiliations are sometimes a fig leaf for 
practices that are barely distinguishable 
from private companies.

given all this, while i was pleased to be 
invited to speak at the st Vincent de paul 
society’s ‘social Justice at the club’ event 

in Blacktown, i was prepared for the 
usual bland, quasi-corporate seminar. 
What i got was different, and made me 
wonder whether Jane Waterfield had just 
been attending the wrong kind of church. 
Those of you who know all about the st 
Vincent de paul society can stop reading 
now. What i didn’t know was that, at the 
heart of its work, is a program of home 
visitation. Across the country, ordinary 
members of the society come together 
in local conferences and visit people in 
need in their community. They offer 
friendship, support and material aid. 
Their website says that over half a million 
visits are made each year. The event in 
Blacktown, attended by about 50 people, 
included many of these home visitors. 
The decision to organise the discussion 
around employment was driven by a 
desire to place some of the daily struggles 
of the people they met in the context of 
the wider social/political context that we 
live in. The night ran as a discussion. We 
heard of a local father of four who had 
been retrenched, in desperation he agreed 
to take a much lesser job paying $540 per 
week. he was undercut by another worker 
who was willing to take $500 (less than 
minimum wage). A local teacher talked 
about their breakfast program and the 

lengths they go to make sure that at least a 
few of their kids will make it through their 
education. There was passion, compassion 
and anger at injustice. A desire to make 
things different.

historically, local churches have been 
places where the rich and poor rub 
shoulders. They have been sources of 
‘bridging social capital’ - relationships of 
trust between people who are different 
from each other. (of course churches 
have also, at times, wrecked trust and 
exacerbated social tensions.) There are few 
occasions today that bring together people 
within a local community from across 
different income or ethnic boundaries, let 
alone provide a genuine opportunity to 
understand the other’s position. Voluntary 
work fills some of this gap, but is often not 
local, and it often lacks the ‘feedback loop’ 
that the home visitation program offers, 
where volunteers meet to talk about their 
work and even link it to a wider social 
agenda. plus, of course, it is ‘voluntary’ 
in a way that going to church in ages past 
was not. While it used to be that the whole 
community felt obligated to front on 
sunday, volunteers tend to be drawn from 
a narrower group of people.

if we don’t have to talk with, work 
alongside, spend time with, people who 
are not like us, then we can ignore their 
situation or we may choose to apply 
our own explanations for why they are 
in the position they are in (lazy, greedy, 
drug-addicted). We may also fear them. 
in political terms, this translates to 
policies that deny rights to the poor and 
compound existing inequalities – which in 
turn exacerbates social divisions.

The st Vincent de paul society provides 
a powerful model of local community 
connectedness for which, as far as i know, 
there is no secular counterpart. i think we 
need one. ◆

lisa Fowkes worked in employment services for  
10 years and, earlier, in industrial relations. she now 
consults to the non-profit sector and writes a regular 
blog about life and social policy, ideasandhousework.
blogspot.com. she is a member of the Acoss Board. 
This article is reproduced from lisa’s blog.

Churches and compassion
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income management | B e s s  h A r r i s o n

b y  b e S S  h a r r I S o n

What is life really like on a BasicsCard?
during May and June of this year, equality 
rights Alliance documented women’s 
experiences of income management in the 
northern Territory. Their recently released 
report, aptly entitled Aboriginal Women’s 
Experience of Income Management in 
the Northern Territory, provides valuable 
insight into the complexity of issues 
arising from income management and the 
range of views and experiences of women 
affected by it. 

equality rights Alliance (erA) is led by 
the YWcA Australia and is made up of 
more than 50 organisations advocating 
for women’s equality. The Alliance has 
refrained from making recommendations 
in the report and does not have a policy 
position on income management. rather, 
erA has admirably shown genuine 
commitment to letting the experiences of 
women speak for themselves: “We wanted 
to close a gap in our understanding of their 
perception of the impact of the program on 
women’s daily lives, by asking the women 
for their views.”

A total of 180 women participated in 
surveys and a series of discussion groups. 
of the women who participated, 96 per 
cent identified as Aboriginal, 99 per cent 
were over the age of 25 and 95 per cent 
had held a Basicscard for more than 12 
months. All but two participants were 
from the Alice springs region. The sample 
also included a small number of women 
from nepal, Burma and African nations, 
who spoke of their experiences of income 
management as refugees. 

The report is careful to point out its limits, 
stating that: “This study is not intended 
to be an evaluation of the wider aspects 
of income management throughout the 
Northern Territory, but a limited qualitative 
study of selected urban accessible groups.” 

While it is limited (like all research), this 
report will be particularly valuable for 
informing future research on income 

management and identifying issues 
that only emerge in the minutiae of 
people’s everyday lives. it is a timely 
contribution of previously sidelined voices 
to the national debate on the Federal 
government’s expansion of income 
management to selected areas around the 
country.

one of the most disturbing issues 
to emerge from the women’s stories 
is the interaction between domestic 
violence support provided by centrelink 
and referral to compulsory income 
management. centrelink offers a crisis 
payment to people who have had to 
leave their home due to domestic 
violence. Women’s services and domestic 
violence support services refer women to 
centrelink for financial support of this 
kind. however, receipt of a crisis payment 
is also one of the triggers for referral 
to compulsory income management. 
in effect, right at the time when a 
woman would need the most flexible 
funds in order to pay for short-term 
accommodation, a bond for new rental 

accommodation, travel costs, etc., at least 
50 per cent of her support payment is 
tied up in a Basicscard that can only be 
used at certain outlets (mostly retail). 
concerns were raised that some women 
were hesitant to access crisis assistance 
from centrelink because of concerns they 
would then be referred for compulsory 
income management. 

unsurprisingly, some women reported 
kafkaesque scenarios arising from 
interactions between centrelink income 
management protocols and other 
government agencies. one woman had 
her rent paid directly to nT housing 
from her centrelink payment. however, 
centrelink was not paying rent by the due 
date. she then had to scramble together 
cash to pay nT housing and avoid the 
consequences of being too far in arrears. 
This was made more difficult by the fact 
that most of her funds were tied up in 
her Basicscard. This could be more of 
a problem for people in private rental, 
depending on the landlord. 

Women speak out on income management 
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1) discussion venue - Tangentyere council, Alice springs. 2) chemist window in darwin. 3) clothing shop in 
Alice springs with Basicscard sticker in window.  4) The gap Youth centre, Alice springs.
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Basicscard exists because of an assumption 
that reducing the flexibility of people’s 
money will help them spend it on what 
the government considers to be the ‘right’ 
things. however, this reduced flexibility 
may also constitute barriers to effective 
financial management of an already 
inadequate income. A number of examples 
in the research reflected this. The one that 
stands out is that women who prefer to 
shop at markets, op shops, and would be 
happy with secondhand furniture and 
appliances, are forced to shop instead at 
coles, Woolworths, kmart, Target, radio 
rentals or to spend their limited cash, even 
though they have credit available on their 
Basicscard. some stores that accepted 
Basicscard would exempt the use of the 
card on sale items, effectively preventing 
“financially vulnerable” people from 
making the most of discounted goods. 
Basicscard is not accepted at all service 
stations, which makes travel difficult. some 
pharmacies don’t accept Basicscard either, 
which can limit access to prescription 
medicine. The inflexibility of the 
Basicscard appears to add to the burden 
of domestic management. As women 
are more likely to carry out most of this 
labour, it is likely that income management 
disproportionately impacts on women. 
These issues only emerge at the level of 
day-to-day life experience. 

i would hazard a guess that many of us 
never have, and never will be, required to 
show the kind of financial management 
that is expected from women on income 
management programs. how would you 
juggle competing financial demands on 
an already meagre income out of what 
amounts to two separate currencies and 
ways of spending? one refugee woman 
pointed out the absurdity of having $1000 
to spend on food that then goes off in the 
fridge and having no money for the kids 
to go on school excursions or participate 
in activities such as soccer.

While income management is no longer 
applied as a blanket requirement for 
everyone on centrelink payments in the 
nT, it is still compulsory for certain people 

The FuTure oF  
baSICSCard In auSTralIa

The government is further 
expanding compulsory income 
management to five areas around 
the country as part of its “place 
based measures” announced in the 
Federal Budget. The areas include 
Bankstown nsW, logan Qld, 
rockhampton Qld, playford sA, 
and shepparton Vic. people in 
these areas will be referred for 
compulsory income management 
for the following reasons: 
• They are deemed ’vulnerable’ by a 

centrelink social worker (50 per 
cent of income quarantined); or 

• referred by a child protection 
worker (70 per cent of income 
quarantined).

existing automatic triggers for the 
‘vulnerable’ category in existing 
income management areas include:
• Being identified as at risk of 

homelessness
• having accessed the new weekly 

payment provision (to assist with 
budgeting)

• having applied for a crisis 
payment

• Being in arrears with public 
housing

• parents are referred for income 
management if their child has 
five or more days of unexplained 
school non-attendance in a term.

in the nT, income management 
costs $4, 400 per person to 
administer. Bankstown has started 
a grassroots community campaign 
against income management (www.
sayno2gim.info). st Vincent de 
paul national council has endorsed 
their open letter calling on an end to 
compulsory income management.

and involves a complex exemption process 
for others who remain on it, despite their 
misgivings. While indigenous Affairs 
Minister Jenny Macklin refers to the 4,500 
people in the nT who have voluntarily 
gone on income management because 
“it helps them manage their money 
better”, the erA research indicates that, 
potentially, many of these voluntary 
participants may have neglected to apply 
for exemptions to which they are entitled, 
for reasons other than the helpfulness of 
income management. reasons given in 
the report include the complexity and 
indignity of the exemption process; the 
decision that the six-monthly bonus 
payment was not worth the hassle of 
income management; lack of knowledge 
about what other financial management 
assistance is available; and not knowing 
exemptions exist.

 A story that has stood out to me is that 
of a woman from Yuendumu. police had 
recommended that she relocate children 
in her care to Adelaide for a number of 
weeks, due to community safety concerns. 
she notified the school and organised 
extra work for them to make sure the 
children kept up. When she applied for 
an income management exemption she 
was told that the children’s absence from 
school was unauthorised and that she was 
ineligible for an exemption.

The indignity of Basicscard was a major 
theme throughout the report. To impose 
income management on a compulsory 
basis translates into an offensive 
presumption of guilt and incapacity 
on the part of people who are already 
doing it tough. it might be easy for the 
government to underestimate the gravity 
of something as amorphous as indignity 
but it is impossible for us to ignore and it 
has continuing long-term ramifications. 
This policy worsens the social and 
financial divide in Australia. You can’t 
build a strong economy on the back of a 
fractured society. ◆

Bess Harrison is the newly appointed research officer 
for the St Vincent de Paul Society National Council of 
Australia.
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There were more than 200 signatories 
to a statement on asylum seeker 
policy published in The Australian 
newspaper on 8 September 2011. 
Signatories included charities, such 
as the St Vincent de Paul Society, 
plus community and grass roots 
organisations from across Australia. 
At the time of publication, the 
Government was yet to announce the 
full details of its immigration policy. 
The statement read:

FolloWing The hisToric high 
court ruling (31 August 2011) that declared 
the Malaysia refugee swap deal invalid, 
Australia’s community sector is calling on 
the Australian government to abandon the 
current fixation with offshore ‘solutions’ and 
to establish a just and humane approach 
to Australia’s response to people seeking 
asylum. 

leaders of Australia’s major charities and 
social service groups have been joined by 
other concerned grass roots organisations to 
sign a statement urging both major political 
parties to de-politicise policies about the 
treatment of asylum seekers by immediately 
abandoning the policy of offshore 
processing and focusing on policies that 
uphold Australia’s human rights obligations 
domestically and internationally. 

instead of considering changes to the 
agreement with Malaysia or to the Migration 
Act, or looking at other offshore solutions, 
the groups urge Australia to abandon 
off-shore processing altogether. Australia 
should use the high court ruling as a 
definitive turning point for the way we 
have approached the treatment of people 
seeking asylum over the past decade. The 
high court ruling should be a watershed to 
reform Australia’s stance on asylum seekers 
in line with our international obligations.  
As a group, the signatories to this statement 
call for: 
• Both major political parties to respect the 

full implications of the high court ruling, 
including that neither indefinite detention 

nor sending asylum seekers to uncertainty 
in other countries can be presented as a just 
or credible response to the needs of people 
seeking refuge and protection in Australia. 

• The Australian government to take 
leadership and use the ruling as an 
opportunity to reframe the national 
debate about refugees and asylum seekers, 
explaining that the majority of people who 
have entered Australia by boat have been 
found to need protection from persecution, 
and therefore that the vulnerability 
of asylum seekers must be a primary 
consideration in any government response 
to people movement. 

• The Australian government to 
immediately rule out offshore processing 
and mandatory detention, and allow 
people seeking asylum to be placed in the 
community whilst waiting for a decision, 
other than in exceptional circumstances. 

• The Australian government to 
immediately move to process all asylum 
seekers onshore. instead of spending 
substantial funds deporting people 
overseas and building facilities offshore, 
the Australian government should 
enable Australia’s community sector to 
support and resettle people humanely 
and effectively, as an appropriate, sensitive 
and least expensive solution to Australia’s 
humanitarian responsibilities.

• The Australian government to increase 
our refugee and humanitarian intake in 
the region and honour its commitment to 
resettle the 4000 refugees from Malaysia. 

increasing Australia’s intake of refugees 
from the region is one of the most 
effective, economic and humane ways to 
respond to people smuggling.

• The Australian government to continue 
to work towards a regional solution to the 
plight of people seeking asylum. Australia 
should build on the progress achieved 
through the Bali process this year to work 
with governments in Asia-pacific and 
beyond to work towards fundamental 
change to the treatment of asylum seekers 
and refugees in the region.

The groups urge all political parties and 
Members of parliament to stop using 
policies regarding asylum seekers to foster 
misunderstanding, social division and 
distrust, and instead use it as an opportunity 
to get on with the job of fulfilling 
Australia’s commitment under the refugee 
convention to treat people humanely, 
process applications for asylum onshore, 
and promote the better treatment of asylum 
seekers and refugees in our region. 

As a country, we must adopt just and 
humane policies about the treatment of 
people seeking asylum and in so doing raise 
the level of debate and treatment of some 
of the most vulnerable people in the world. 
only then will Australia be able to hold its 
head high in the international community 
as a nation with a commitment to human 
rights and a deep appreciation of the 
plight of people seeking a safe haven from 
persecution and a better way of life. ◆

Maintaining momentum on asylum debate

asylum seekers
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education | h e l e n  M o r A n

b y  h e l e n  m o r a n

New school curriculum 
must end the long silence

After the ‘Bringing them home’ report had 
been tabled in parliament house in 1997, 
opposition leader kim Beazley had shed 
tears in empathy and prime Minister John 
howard had refused to say sorry to the 
stolen generations, i was approached by 
a number of high schools and colleges in 
the AcT to share my story as a member of 
the stolen generations, and to present an 
overview of Aboriginal history, identifying 
how the forced removal policies had 
impacted on our cultural and social 
structures.

i shared photos of my lost family – the 
family i never saw again – and i told how 
my personal history and identity had been 
changed. during each of my presentations, 
an underlying tension would quietly build 
as the mood in the room became more 
and more sombre. i explained that before 
the invasion, Australia was a continent of 
over 300 nations with different languages, 
cultures, social structures and laws. i shared 
what a devastating impact the removal of 10 
generations of First nations children from 
their families had been on all of this.

Many of the students were outraged to learn 
that no-one had told them the full, truthful 
story about Australia’s history until this late 
in their schooling, and that it had to come 
from outside the curriculum. They were 
both angry and extremely disappointed 
that something as significant as this part of 
Australia’s history had been silenced and 
denied.

some students pointed out that having this 
knowledge available to all students, past 
and present, would have helped them all 
to have an understanding and appreciation 
of the difficulties Australia’s Aboriginal 
people have had to face and that it would 
have helped to combat the racism and 
discrimination that exists in Australia today.

our children and youth don’t like their 
intelligence, comprehension or ability to 

understand to be underestimated, any more 
than adults do.

even more alarming is the fact that, in the 
next few months, there is a real risk that we 
will adopt a new national school curriculum 
that continues the status quo of retaining 
this harmful silence. in the new history 
curriculum, the achievements and historical 
mistreatment of Australia’s First nations 
peoples won’t be taught until Year 10.

This is far too little and way too late.

Those students of ours who don’t reach Year 
10 will be completely denied the opportunity 
of learning the significance of their roots – the 
struggles and the resilience of their people.

An education that preserves this silence on the 
history and achievements of our First nations 
peoples will only maintain the existing 
disengagement of our First nations students. 
This won’t be fixed by offering some different 
activities in remote or discrete indigenous 
communities, because the majority of our 
people live as dispersed minorities in big 
towns and cities. Most of our children go 
to mainstream schools with multicultural 
populations. every single Australian child 
deserves a real and transparent education.

children from early primary school onwards 
are very capable of feeling empathy. of course, 
the way we teach them has to be appropriate 

to their age-group, with resources that 
challenge and inspire them.

currently there is an option in the new 
curriculum to look at sorry day (along 
with other days of national importance 
like Anzac day) in Year 3. sorry day and 
the Australian parliament’s Apology to the 
stolen generations should be a doorway 
to a substantial discussion about Australia’s 
First peoples. it should happen in Year 3, and 
then, evenly spread throughout primary and 
secondary school.

The history and ongoing consequences 
faced by members of the stolen generations, 
their families and communities, can’t be an 
optional unit – it has to be compulsory and 
substantial. An independent curriculum body 
(the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority, AcArA) was set up to 
develop the national curriculum. This body 
has established an Aboriginal and Torres 
strait islander Advisory panel, which has 
been there for more than a year. They have to 
stand up on our behalf and say that the status 
quo is not good enough.

educating our children with the truth is the 
way toward healing this great country and, 
for the stolen generations and the rest of the 
nation, we need to know that today’s children 
and future generations will be taught the 
truth about what happened to so many of this 
country’s First nations children of the past.

 Another opportunity to affect what our 
children learn at school and transform our 
country won’t come along for at least another 
decade or more. The national sorry day 
committee has hopes that the new national 
congress of Australia’s First peoples will take 
this up and make it their first important ‘run 
on the board’. Because the only thing that will 
be more tragic than this continued silence in 
the curriculum is our choice to remain silent 
about fixing it.

if you would like to sign the national sorry 
day committee’s national curriculum 
petition, go to www.nsdc.org.au and follow 
the links. ◆

helen Moran is indigenous co-chair of the national 
sorry day committee.

Far too little, too late
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world youth day | s A r A h  c r u T e

Pilgrims return from Madrid

Planted and built up in 
Jesus Christ, firm in the 
faith (Colossians 2:7)
b y  S a r a h  C r u T e

in AugusT, 57 VincenTiAns, BoTh 
young and old, embarked on a pilgrimage 
of a lifetime to World Youth day 2011 in 
Madrid.

World Youth day (WYd) is an annual 
celebration started by pope John paul 
ii as a way to inspire young people and 
encourage them in living the teachings 
of christ. since 1985, there have been 10 
international WYd celebrations, and from 
15-22 August 2011, young people from 
all countries and nations came together 
in Madrid, showing the universality of, 
and diversity within, the catholic church. 
it was an opportunity for young people 
to share their faith, come to understand 
other cultures, be rejuvenated and spread 
peace and hope throughout the world.

The atmosphere during WYd celebrations 
is unbelievable: the passion and energy of 
young, like-minded people can generate 
so much electricity that you can actually 
feel the buzz in the air. it is incredible to 
witness the singing and dancing in the 
streets; to witness how a stranger holding 
a sign saying “Free hugs”, at WYd, is no 
stranger at all. pilgrims stand in a crowd 
of a few hundred thousand, squashed 
up so tight that they can’t move. There 
are flags everywhere – supported by 
fishing rods and tent poles – plus drums, 
cheering, singing, war cries and national 
anthems. The faith, happiness and energy 
flowing among pilgrims is contagious, 
overwhelming, and awe-inspiring.

Vincentian pilgrims from all over 
Australia journeyed to WYd in Madrid 
in several pilgrimages organised or 
supported by the st Vincent de paul 
society. some included the international 
Vincentian Family celebrations in the 
week leading up to WYd (FAMVin) and 
a Vincentian pilgrimage before or after 

WYd to walk in the footsteps of st Vincent 
de paul and Frederic ozanam in paris.

The society has supported many WYd 
pilgrimages and played a huge role in 
the international WYd celebration held 
in sydney in 2008. in turn, the society 
in Australia has witnessed the incredible 
ripple effect of this faith journey in the past, 
with pilgrims returning to their good works 
with renewed passion and energy, taking 
on new leadership positions and new 
challenges in walking with those in need.

To those councils, presidents, 
conferences, members, volunteers, staff, 
friends and families around Australia 
who continue to demonstrate a real 
commitment to meaningful and life-
changing formation for our members, this 
incredible journey would not be possible 
without you – thank you. ◆

“If we are really called to carry the love 
of God far and wide, if we are to enflame 
the nations with this fire, if we have the 
vocation of setting the whole world on fire, 
if it is so, I say, if it is so, then how much I 
must myself burn with the divine fire!” 

- st Vincent de paul

sarah crute is the st Vincent de paul society 
national council of Australia’s national Youth 
representative

A journey without, to 
arrive within
b y  k e e n a n  k l a S S e n

When i Applied To Be pArT oF 
the Vincentian pilgrimage group heading 
to WYd, i wrote that the reason i wanted 
to go was that i felt the need to explore 
and deepen my faith and spirituality. 
At the time, i couldn’t fully understand 
what the feeling was or what it meant but 
i’ve come to realise that especially as a 
Vincentian, it is so incredibly important 
to have meaning and purpose behind 
what we do. As a young Vincentian, it was 
always about applying myself to serving 
other young people in the community and 
the fulfilment of a simple act of kindness 
without counting the cost. however, i 
came to a point in my Vincentian journey 
where i needed a new kind of fulfilment.

it has never been an easy task searching 
for faith and spiritual enlightenment. 
We learnt that a pilgrimage is “a journey 
without to arrive within” and at times that 
meant ice cold showers, early mornings 
and late nights on a hard floor. however, 
a recurring theme on our journey was 
that we were pilgrims, not tourists. While 
there was the inevitable excitement and 
anxiousness, there was also a calm sense 

Vincentians at the Final Mass at World Youth day 2011. 
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of reverence within each one of us, guiding 
us on our own journey but bringing us 
together with what we had in common as 
Vincentians.

The first leg of our journey was FAMVin, 
the international Vincentian Family 
gathering, and it was just that: a family. 
it was a chance for us to get back to our 
roots, share our passions and motivations 
as Vincentians and reaffirm or even, for the 
first time, find a sense of why we do what 
we do. After a few days of learning, sharing 
and reflecting, FAMVin culminated in a 
large festival with food, drinks, music and 
more. it was a celebration of all our nations 
and cultures and who we are as Vincentians, 
everything we’d experienced over the past 
few days and a celebration of the next stage 
of our journey about to begin.

i feel it necessary at this point to mention 
our pilgrimage chaplain, Fr paul 
ghanem. Without his support, guidance, 
encouragement, humour and simple good 
nature, the pilgrimage would not have been 
as enriching and rewarding as it was. The 
theme of WYd 2011 was “Planted and built 
up in Jesus Christ, firm in the faith” (Col 2:7) 
and nothing could have embodied that more 
than Fr paul. his down-to-earth, grassroots 
approach really spoke to the heart about 
who we are as Vincentians and why we’re 
here. our courage, our resolve and the very 
foundation of our faith were challenged 
at times; but remembering our founder 
Frederic ozanam, who was also challenged 
in his faith, we encouraged ourselves and 
each other to carry our cross and our 
burdens, and our challenge to persevere in 
our pilgrimage and to see it through to  
the end.

My faith had always been very personal 
and, in a sense, having to share it with over 
two million people was a certainly a little 
intimidating; but this pilgrimage was all 
about journeying without, and accepting 
our challenges as they came. so, individually 
and as a group, we supported each other the 
best we could and overcame our challenges 
together. As the crowds grew, so did the 
heat, which tested every ounce of resilience 
we had to continue and endure. however, 

one of the biggest highlights and most 
integral parts to the pilgrimage was 
our catechesis, spiritual reflections and 
celebrations of the eucharist. They were 
times when, regardless of the day we’d had, 
everyone felt at home. everyone brought 
their own gifts and talents and shared this 
with the group and it was really something 
special.

By the final night before the closing Mass, 
we felt excited and prepared for the next 
stage of our journey. The pilgrimage walk 
to cuatro Vientos was not an easy one: 
battling 45-degree heat and with over two 
million people all heading to the same 
place, we were once again tested and 
pushed to our limits. however, by sunset 
it had begun to rain, and during the Vigil 
Mass with the holy Father we were graced 
by a small hurricane. We were cold and 
soaking wet, yet in that single point in 
time we had never felt closer as a group. 
huddling together for warmth, sheltering 
each other from the wind and the rain, it 
was a touching sight to behold. something 
we all came to realise was that, though 
most of us hadn’t known each other 
for very long, we were grateful for the 
presence of one another and cherished the 
new relationships we had built.

The third and final stretch of our journey 
took us from Madrid to paris. it was 

truly an honour to see such beautiful and 
ancient buildings and artworks. But what 
really brought it alive was the opportunity 
to actually celebrate the eucharist in these 
places; celebrating christ’s life and ours 
in some of the most reverent and sacred 
places certainly pulled on the heartstrings. 
We were privileged enough to be able to see 
where st Vincent de paul was born, where 
he preached, his incorrupt heart and his 
final resting place. But nothing drew out 
more emotion than the tomb of Frederic 
ozanam. The simplicity, the solitude and the 
reverence felt was almost overwhelming, but 
so reminiscent of the man himself: his love, 
his humility, everything he stood for and was, 
and everything that is today because of him 
and others like him. it really brought home 
what this pilgrim journey was all about. ◆

keenan klassen, conference president, WA
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Reflections from the 
Queensland Vincentian 
pilgrimage group
The TheMe oF FAMVin And WYd 
for the Qld Vincentian pilgrims was 
JoY – placing Jesus first, others second 
and yourself last… and we found that this 
JoY was contagious. it gave us strength 
during the tough times, and it helped us in 
realising that, as young Vincentians, we are 
really serving Jesus through serving others. 

We experienced what it meant to be firm 
in the faith, through our teachings and 
our experiences with the international 
communities. We made friends with our 
neighbours, we stayed with beautiful 
spanish nuns, and we ate lots and lots of 
the local food (probably a little too much). 

our Vincentian pilgrimage took us back 
to our origins, and we were inspired by 
seeing the works of fellow Vincentian 
family members in both paris and 
Madrid. We have returned with a renewed 
sense of JoY, a new direction forward, 
and have learnt to not compromise on the 
truth, but to deliver the message with love 
and mercy always. ◆

The Tomb of Blessed Frederic ozanam, paris.
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immersion | c l A r e  M u l l e n

b y  C l a r e  m u l l e n

on 26 MArch 2011, 10 VincenTiAns 
from across Australia united in darwin 
to begin preparations for the annual 
st Vincent de paul society immersion 
program into the nganmarriyanga 
Aboriginal community.

over the next 10 days, the program 
provided participants with a cross-cultural 
experience to discover what it means to 
be an indigenous Australian living in 
an Aboriginal community today. our 
purpose as a team was to run a school 
holiday program for the children with 
activities such as art, craft, dance, games 
and sports.

i feel i have come away from the 
community with far more than i was able 
to contribute during my brief stay. i have 
been stripped of my assumptions and 
prejudices; my attitudes about indigenous 
Australians have been redefined. The 
more i discovered about the people and 
culture, the more i realised i had to learn. 
The trip has brought me back to reality; 
everyone is unique, and we need to not 
only acknowledge but accept differences. 
The community exemplified to me the 
importance of family, and what is truly 
important in life.

spiritual reflection and guidance was 
a vital component of our time in the 

community. A large focus on the trip 
was to practice dadirri, which is inner 
deep listening and quiet still awareness; 
an Aboriginal gift to non-Aboriginal 
Australians. each evening we participated 
in examen, a way of reflection and prayer 
adopted from st ignatius of loyola. The 
time in the community reconnected 
me with the ability to see christ in the 
world around me. i was also continually 
questioning how i might live a more 
christ-like life.

it was an amazing feeling to join with 
fellow Vincentians from around Australia. 
i felt like i was meeting my extended 
family, all sharing in common similar 
concerns for society and passions for 
change. We walked away with more 
questions about indigenous Australians 
than answers to problems. The team 
members provided exceptional support to 
each other in their growth and enquiry.

More recently, i have been blessed with 
the opportunity to be the Youth and 
Young Adults representative for the 
Archdiocese of sydney. i look forward 
to the exciting opportunities this new 
position can provide.

i would like to take this opportunity to 
thank the sydney Archdiocese and the 
nsW state council for nominating me 
and supporting my application. i would 
also like to thank the nT council for 

Applications open for a 
life-changing opportunity

applICaTIonS For The 2012 
ImmerSIon proGram are 
now open

if clare’s experience touched you, 
and you would be interested in 
learning more about life in a remote 
Aboriginal community in the 
context of Vincentian spirituality, 
consider applying for the 2012 
Immersion program.

The national immersion program 
will run from 1 April to 16 April 
2012 and applications are now open. 
Applications are welcome from all  
st Vincent de paul society members, 
anywhere in Australia, aged from 
18-79 years.

The program involves living in a 
remote Aboriginal community in 
north-west northern Territory 
and running simple programs for 
school-aged children. We invite all 
those interested in learning about, 
and experiencing, Aboriginal 
culture in the spirit of Vincentian 
spirituality to read the application 
brochure and consider applying.

You can find the application brochure 
and form by visiting www.vinnies.
org.au/immersion-program-
national or contacting the national 
immersion program committee at 
immersion@svdp.org.au.

Applications close on 
25 november 2011.

their support in helping organise and 
run the immersion program. Finally, 
heartfelt thanks to the national council 
for funding this outstanding program, 
onwhich i will reflect for many years to 
come. it was a true honour and privilege 
to be chosen to participate and i strongly 
encourage all Vincentians to seriously 
consider applying for this life-changing 
opportunity. ◆

clare Mullen is the Youth and Young Adults 
representative for the Archdiocese of sydney.

Brother chris from Victoria and dave watching some community members fish at the billabong.
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from the archives | M i c h A e l  M o r A n

b y  m I C h a e l  m o r a n

When TonY ThornTon WAs 
commissioned in July this year, he became 
the society’s 15th national president. 
There may be a happy synergy here – his 
contemporary, Michael Thio, is the 
society’s 15th international president.

Fifteen presidents add up to a lot of 
history – 116 years of it so far since the 
first, louis heydon, was elected in 1895. 
The 15 have brought a wide variety of life 
and work experience to the position. They 
have included a politician, a telegraph 
operator, a chemical engineer, a fitter and 
turner, a real estate agent and an air force 
officer. They may even have included a 
saint.

only one national president has been 
a professional or party politician. louis 
heydon (1895-1918) served as a Minister 
in the nsW colonial government 
before becoming national president, and 
remained active in politics afterwards. 
in today’s terms. he might be seen as a 
conservative patrician, opposed to free 
trade and Federation. he was also one of 
only two lawyers to lead the society, the 
other being our third national president, 
henry Morrissey (1948-1959).

louis heydon’s successor, on the other 
hand, John Mullen (1918-1948), began 
his working life as a telegraph operator 

in White cliffs in far western nsW, later 
moving to sydney to a desk job at the 
postmaster-general’s department.

There seems to have been a roughly even 
split between private and public sector 
in the presidents’ backgrounds. several 
were company executives. heber Boland 
(1959-1966) was national manager of a 
major furnishings company. John Trew 
(1966-1972) was a superannuation funds 
manager. rupe hudson (1987-1991) 
was a chemical engineer who became 
general manager of the company. John 
Moore (1998-2003) was a businessman in 
the motor industry and real estate. John 
Meahan (2003-2008) was a mechanical 
engineer in the oil industry.

The Mutual life & citizens Assurance 
company, better known as Mlc, once 
a great independent company but now 
the subsidiary of a bank, also provided 
two national presidents in John Trew 
and eric ellem (1982-1986). From the 
public sector, the Tax office (seen in more 
sectarian times as a ‘catholic department’) 
provided two national presidents in a 
row, Ted Bacon (1972-1976) and John 
Morahan (1976-1981).

The first 10 national presidents were all 
from nsW, although one of them, heber 
Boland, moved to Victoria during his 
term of office. These 10 cover the first 100 
years of the national council, 1895-1995. 

since then we have had presidents 
from Queensland, Western Australia 
and Victoria. Tony is the first national 
president from the AcT.

he is also, without doubt, the only national 
president to have been born in shanghai. 
But even that great city trails the northern 
rivers town of grafton, nsW in producing 
national presidents. Both henry Morrissey 
and John Trew hail from the town.

Tony is also the only national president 
who has made a career in the services, in 
his case the royal Australian Air Force. 
however, both Ted Bacon and John Trew 
served in the Army for several years in the 
second World War, Ted so successfully 
that he was invited to stay on after the 
war. syd Tutton (2007-2010) served in 
the navy as a reservist and national 
serviceman.

since the men’s and women’s st Vincent de 
paul societies amalgamated in 1968, there 
has not yet been a woman as national 
president. All 15 national presidents have 
been married men.

one national president has been widely 
regarded as a saint. Ted Bacon, our sixth 
president (1972-1976), was one of those 
people whose holiness shone forth to 
others. cliff Baxter wrote of him that he 
was “as Australian as a corrugated iron 
shearing shed”. Ted’s particular vocation 
was to serve the cause of refugees. 
Another mark of sanctity was his love of 
cricket, a devotion shared by syd Tutton.

originally, a national president was 
elected for an indefinite period. The 
office could be a job for life. The first 
two national presidents served 53 years 
between them. in practice, however, 
presidents stood down after a time. only 
our first (louis heydon) and last (syd 
Tutton) have died in office.

What might the future hold? A female 
national president from south Australia, 
Tasmania or the northern Territory? 
There’s a lot of history still to be made. ◆

Michael Moran is the national council Archivist.

A passing parade of National Presidents

left: Ted Bacon. right: Five national presidents at lewisham, 1989. (l to r) John Morahan, eric ellem, Ted Bacon, 
rupe hudson and heber Boland.
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letters

T h e  m a I l

Nearly 3% of migrants  
arrived by boat in 2010
i form much of my thinking on social 
issues from reading The Record, social 
justice statements, occasional Bishops 
statements, and Justice Trends [ed note: 
the quarterly journal of the Australian 
catholic social Justice council], as well 
as serious journalism. it’s good to have 
seen suzie stollznow’s article and others 
before her on the hype over asylum 
seekers. i couldn’t agree more. however, 
the proof reader has allowed an error in 
suzie’s statistics, which should have been 
corrected: last year’s 5,315 boat arrivals 
is almost 3 per cent (2.87 per cent) of the 
total of migrants of 185,000 – not .02 per 
cent as she asserts on page six of  
The Record (Winter 2011) – a factor of 
100 times in error. it’s an easy enough 
mistake to make. ◆

Fr Vince carroll Msc 
parish priest, st paul’s nightcliff, northern Territory

Author’s note from Suzie Stollznow
i would like to apologise for the incorrect 
figure in my paper ‘hype over asylum 
seekers doesn’t match the reality’ 
published in The Record (Wintwer 2011). 
Boat arrivals actually constitute 2.87 per 
cent of the overall migration program, 
not .02. Whilst this is much higher, it 
is still a very low percentage of people 
arriving in Australia by boat compared to 
other channels. statistically, over the past 
10 years, boat arrivals have been  
less than 1 per cent of our overall 
migration program. 

Definition of literacy queried
in ‘The Language of the unheard’, in 
The Record (summer 2010-11), dr Falzon 
says at page 17, “And are we not failing our 
people when, according to a COAG Reform 
council report, 43.5 per cent of working 
age adults have literacy skills below the 
minimum required for work... ?” 

A National Agreement for Skills and 
Workforce Development: Performance 
report for 2009 of the coAg reform 
council states at p.16 that “43.5 per cent of 
the working age population has low literacy 
skills (level 1 and 2). This equates to nearly 
6 million people.”

What is meant by “low literacy skills” or 
the skills of those on level 1 and 2 may 
be gauged from the description of the 
higher level of proficiency, level 3, as “the 
minimum level of proficiency required by 
individuals to meet the complex demands 
of work and life in modern economics.” 
This minimum is for a particular type of 
work and does not describe manual work 
and some intellectual work. it would be 
staggering if some six million people in 
Australia do not have the literacy skills 
for work generally. low literacy does 
not prevent a person from obtaining 
advice or being self-sufficient or even 
entrepreneurial. The coAg report does 
not deal with low literacy that prevents 
people from working, a serious problem 
which the st Vincent de paul society 
should tackle.

dr Falzon criticises paternalism. however, 
to treat six million people as ‘our’ people 
is to put more than a quarter of the 
Australian population in a category while 
another category, the undefined ‘we’, know 
what is better for them. ◆

Adam Bisits 
kew, Victoria

Seeking asylum from bad policy
on the letters page of The Record (Winter 
2011), les Fern rightly identified, in 
my opinion, that the root problem as 
regards our treatment of asylum seekers, 
is attitude. The opposition leader, Tony 
Abbott, has been tireless in cultivating 
people’s fear in reference to asylum 
seekers, with his mantra, “turn the boats 

around”. Therefore, i was surprised when 
the liberal party did not get a mention 
when he listed parties with anti-christian 
values. in response to Mr Abbott’s 
fear-mongering, the labor party’s asylum 
seeker policy has hit a new low. The 
current policies of both the labor and 
liberal parties are utterly inhumane.

in contrast, the policy of The greens 
regarding asylum seekers is the only one 
which espouses christian values. it can 
be found at:  http://greens.org.au/policies/
care-for-people/immigration-and-refugees

As Fr Frank Brennan sJ pointed out 
before the last election when referring to 
The greens, “some of their policies are 
arguably more christian than those of the 
major parties.” ◆

Bernadette duffy 
east Brighton conference, Victoria

Everyday hero does it again
A few years ago, i wrote a letter of thanks 
to The Record (spring 2009) about the 
practice of second-hand bales of clothes 
being sent by Vinnies in geraldton to 
Aboriginal families and communities in 
the Fitzroy Valley, WA. shortly after this 
letter was published, i received a call from 
the head office in perth and was asked 
about how else the st Vincent de paul 
society could help. My response was to 
say that it is not my place to say. i instead 
extended an invitation to the society to 
come and visit the region and see first-
hand what we experience every day and 
to hear the voices of those traditionally 
denied a forum.

Three delegates were sent to spend two 
nights in Fitzroy crossing. during the 
day, and under the supervised guidance 
of my friend, ronnie Jimbidee, who is an 
Aboriginal interpreter and tour guide, we 
visited a dozen different communities in 
the Fitzroy Valley region and got to speak 
to a wide variety of people who testified 
to the injustices of their immediate social 
situation. needless to say, the experience 
left an indelible mark upon the three 
Vinnies delegates, who vowed to lobby for 
additional support. 

one avenue of assistance initially came 
from the supply of 25 second-hand 

24



s T V i nc e n T de pAu l s o c i e T Y Aus T r A l i A

computers. These have since been 
used to establish business/computer-
training rooms on some of our remote 
communities. My aim with the computers 
is to develop and improve an individual’s 
level of employability by initially providing 
them with access to, and then training 
in the use of, a personal computer and 
additionally, for those few communities 
with access to the internet, familiarity of 
participation in this skills development 
in an e-learning environment. This 
entry-level introduction to computer and 
e-learning is a precursor to community-
driven, industry-specific training that 
is designed to capitalise on indigenous 
economic development and assist with the 
student’s development of confidence in 
their own ability to learn. 

There are roughly 50 remote communities 
in the Fitzroy Valley. some students go to 
town for training, if possible, but many 
others, who are very keen to develop 
their knowledge in their areas of interest, 
receive none. e-learning particularly suits 
remote communities, as it is otherwise 
both economically unviable and physically 
impractical for a community member to 
remove themselves from their home and 
community to attend training in Fitzroy 
crossing. They find that accommodation 
is not only scarce and expensive, but 
it is up to a four-hour drive away in a 
4Wd. The benefits of remaining on 
the community in order to observe its 
day-to-day operational demands and the 
community’s vitality also comes in light 
of the fact that, for six months of the year, 
restrictive weather conditions, such as 

extreme heat and the wet season, inhibit 
community mobility. 

in 2009, Vinnies also accessed some 
emergency relief funds. of this, $5,000 
was used to buy christmas presents. A 
christmas party was arranged and 350 
presents were distributed to hundreds of 
very excited children from the ages 4 to 
15. Thank you to the department of child 
protection for their assistance in this event, 
and for the barbecue they organised to feed 
all the happy families. An additional $5,000 
was immediately spent on new, single and 
double foam mattresses, linen sets, blankets 
and pillows. All except the mattresses were 
able to be sent to Fitzroy crossing in the 
same bale bags used with the secondhand 
clothes. The mattresses were a different 
problem.

The mattress delivery was eventually 
organised to be delivered by my dad 
Bernie keogh from Vinnies in geraldton. 
Bernie recruited a truck from owner/driver 
damien o’hara, and together they set  
off on a 2,000km adventure, but at a 
maximum top speed of 80km an hour. 
The mattresses were not a particularly 
heavy load, but were rather cumbersome. 
Fortunately, they all arrived safe and well. 
The next morning, the mattresses were 
dropped off at a local christian group’s 
premises, but that was only after it was 
discovered that the truck’s battery was flat. 
After a battery charger was quickly sourced, 
the boys began to plan their return journey 
for that afternoon. in the meantime, and 
while the battery was being charged, the 
boys pitched in to help me to clad some of 
the walls on my new shed. 

six hours after they left, i got a mobile 
phone call from dad, who said that they 
had hit a bullock. i had warned them about 
that particular stretch of road at night. it 
turned out too that dad broke his leg and 
the truck was a write-off. What a show. on 
this i need to mention that the lord works 
in mysterious ways. “how so?”, you may ask. 
Well, he did smile on these guys who had 
only sought to do a good turn, because as 
it was, they were literally in the middle of 
nowhere, in the middle of the night, nearly 
200km away from help. 

As it turned out, dad’s mobile phone 
managed to pick up a signal from across the 
roebuck Bay. This allowed them to get a call 
through to me. i then rang the police, was 
given the number of a tow-truck operator 
in Broome, who then went and picked 
them up and took them into Broome. The 
next day, dad limped out of hospital and, 
in a bizarre twist of fate, the tow-truck 
driver also just happened to need his car 
to be taken to geraldton. so, in the boys 
hopped, and off to home they went, back to 
geraldton. The mattresses, united with the 
sheets, pillows and blankets, became bedding 
sets to be equitably distributed to those most 
in need. 

Two months later, dad, with his leg out 
of its cast, and with christmas only two 
months away, helped negotiate another 
project. st Vincent de paul society WA 
provided another $3,000 to buy 300 
christmas presents from around geraldton 
area and then had them packed and sent off 
in the wool bales. These presents were used 
for a 2010 Fitzroy crossing town christmas 
party. Thanks to all the fantastic volunteers 
who helped out on the night, and to the 
shire of derby-West kimberley for their food 
donation at the BBQ. ho, ho, ho, cheers to 
you too dad. ◆

daron keogh 
Fitzroy crossing, Western Australia

The Record welcomes letters but we reserve the right 
to edit them for legal reasons, space or clarity. Articles 
will be published only if full name and address and 
telephone numbers are provided, although the address 
will be withheld from publication if so requested.
post to: The Record, po Box 243, deakin West AcT 
2600 or email to admin@svdpnatcl.org.au.
everyone whose letter is published will receive a free 
book courtesy of david lovell publishing.
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residents of Fitzroy crossing, WA sort through clothing donated by the st Vincent de paul society, geraldton, 2009.

25



T h e r e c or d |  spr i ng 2 011

reflection | p o p e  B e n e d i c T  X V i

His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI 
gave this homily at the final Mass 
for WYD 2011 held in Madrid on 
Sunday 21 August 2011.

deAr Young people, 
in this celebration of the eucharist, we 
have reached the high point of this World 
Youth day. seeing you here, gathered in 
such great numbers from all parts of the 
world, fills my heart with joy. i think of the 
special love with which Jesus is looking 
upon you. Yes, the lord loves you and calls 
you his friends (John 15:15). he goes out 
to meet you and he wants to accompany 
you on your journey, to open the door to a 
life of fulfilment and to give you a share in 
his own closeness to the Father.

For our part, we have come to know the 
immensity of his love and we want to 
respond generously to his love by sharing 
with others the joy we have received. 
certainly, there are many people today 
who feel attracted by the figure of christ 
and want to know him better. They 
realise that he is the answer to so many 
of our deepest concerns. But who is he 
really? how can someone who lived on 
this earth so long ago have anything in 
common with me today?

The gospel we have just heard (Matthew 
16:13-20) suggests two different ways 
of knowing christ . The first is an 
impersonal knowledge, one based on 
current opinion. When Jesus asks: “Who 
do people say that the son of Man is?”, 
the disciples answer: “some say John 
the Baptist, but others elijah, and still 
others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 
in other words, christ is seen as yet 
another religious figure, like those who 
came before him. Then Jesus turns to the 
disciples and asks them: “But who do 
you say that i am?” peter responds with 
what is the first confession of faith: “You 
are the Messiah, the son of the living 
god.” Faith is more than just empirical or 
historical facts; it is an ability to grasp the 
mystery of christ’s person in all its depth.

Yet faith is not the result of human effort, 
of human reasoning, but rather a gift 
of god: “Blessed are you, simon son 
of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not 
revealed this to you, but my Father in 
heaven.” Faith starts with god, who opens 
his heart to us and invites us to share in 
his own divine life. Faith does not simply 
provide information about who christ is; 
rather, it entails a personal relationship 
with christ, a surrender of our whole 

person, with all our understanding, will 
and feelings, to god’s self-revelation. 
so Jesus’ question: “But who do you say 
that i am?”, is ultimately a challenge to 
the disciples to make a personal decision 
in this regard. Faith in christ and 
discipleship are strictly interconnected.

And, since faith involves following 
the Master, it must become constantly 
stronger, deeper and more mature, to the 
extent that it leads to a closer and more 
intense relationship with Jesus. peter 
and the other disciples also had to grow 
in this way, until their encounter with 
the risen lord opened their eyes to the 
fullness of faith.

dear young people, today christ is 
asking you the same question which he 
asked the Apostles: “Who do you say that 
i am?” respond to him with generosity 
and courage, as befits young hearts like 
your own. say to him: “Jesus, i know that 
you are the son of god, who have given 
your life for me. i want to follow you 
faithfully and to be led by your word. You 
know me and you love me. i place my 
trust in you and i put my whole life into 
your hands. i want you to be the power 
that strengthens me and the joy which 
never leaves me.”

Pope Benedict XVI reaches out to youth

pilgrims await pope Benedict XVi at cuatro Vientos Airport, World Youth day 2011, Madrid.
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Jesus responds to peter’s confession by 
speaking of the church: “And i tell you, you 
are peter, and on this rock i will build my 
church.” What do these words mean? Jesus 
builds the church on the rock of the faith 
of peter, who confesses that christ is god.

The church, then, is not simply a human 
institution, like any other. rather, she 
is closely joined to god. christ himself 
speaks of her as “his” church. christ 
cannot be separated from the church 
any more than the head can be separated 
from the body (1 corinthians 12:12). 
The church does not draw her life from 
herself, but from the lord.

dear young friends, as the successor of 
peter, let me urge you to strengthen this 
faith which has been handed down to 
us from the time of the Apostles. Make 
christ, the son of god, the centre of 
your life. But let me also remind you that 
following Jesus in faith means walking 
at his side in the communion of the 
church. We cannot follow Jesus on our 
own. Anyone who would be tempted to 
do so “on his own”, or to approach the life 
of faith with that kind of individualism 
so prevalent today, will risk never truly 
encountering Jesus, or will end up 
following a counterfeit Jesus.

having faith means drawing support 
from the faith of your brothers and 
sisters, even as your own faith serves 
as a support for the faith of others. 
i ask you, dear friends, to love the 
church which brought you to birth in 
the faith, which helped you to grow 
in the knowledge of christ and which 
led you to discover the beauty of his 
love. growing in friendship with christ 
necessarily means recognising the 
importance of joyful participation in the 
life of your parishes, communities and 
movements, as well as the celebration 
of sunday Mass, frequent reception of 
the sacrament of reconciliation, and 
the cultivation of personal prayer and 
meditation on god’s word.

Friendship with Jesus will also lead you 
to bear witness to the faith wherever 
you are, even when it meets with 
rejection or indifference. We cannot 
encounter christ and not want to make 
him known to others. so do not keep 
christ to yourselves! share with others 
the joy of your faith. The world needs 
the witness of your faith; it surely needs 
god. i think that the presence here of 
so many young people, coming from 
all over the world, is a wonderful proof 

of the fruitfulness of christ’s command 
to the church: “go into all the world 
and proclaim the gospel to the whole 
creation” (Mark 16:15). You too have 
been given the extraordinary task of 
being disciples and missionaries of 
christ in other lands and countries filled 
with young people who are looking for 
something greater and, because their 
heart tells them that more authentic 
values do exist, they do not let themselves 
be seduced by the empty promises of a 
lifestyle which has no room for god.

dear young people, i pray for you with 
heartfelt affection. i commend all of 
you to the Virgin Mary and i ask her to 
accompany you always by her maternal 
intercession and to teach you how to 
remain faithful to god’s word. i ask 
you to pray for the pope, so that, as 
the successor of peter, he may always 
confirm his brothers and sisters in the 
faith. May all of us in the church, pastors 
and faithful alike, draw closer to the lord 
each day. May we grow in holiness of life 
and be effective witnesses to the truth 
that Jesus christ is indeed the son of 
god, the saviour of all mankind and the 
living source of our hope. Amen. ◆
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