topic | A U T H O R

x
Winter/Spring 2015

STAY I NG CON N EC T ED
Housing, human rights and energy connections
are hot topics of discussion.
R E A D MOR E I N SI DE

poetry

The Society is a lay Catholic
organisation that aspires to live the
Gospel message by serving Christ in
the poor with love, respect, justice,
hope and joy, and by working to shape
a more just and compassionate society.
This logo represents the hand of Christ
that blesses the cup, the hand of love
that offers the cup, and the hand of
suffering that receives the cup.
The Record is published four times a
year by the St Vincent de Paul Society
National Council of Australia.
National Council of Australia
PO Box 243, Deakin West, ACT, 2600
Contact:
Phone:
Email:
Web:

Donna Scheerlinck
02 6202 1200
admin@svdp.org.au
vinnies.org.au

Editor:

Colleen O’Sullivan
media@svdp.org.au

The Record is overseen by an
editorial committee.
Advertising: Donna Scheerlinck
Phone:
02 6202 1200
Email:
admin@svdp.org.au
Design:

Damon Carr
Ramesh Weereratne
Design & Print Office
Catholic Archdiocese
of Melbourne

Phone:

03 9926 5759

Printing:

Phone:

Doran Printing
46 Industrial Drive,
Braeside, Victoria, 3195
03 9587 4333

Email:
Web:

sales@doran.com.au
www.doran.com.au

The St Vincent de Paul Society in
Australia wishes to acknowledge that
we are on Aboriginal land. We pay
respects to all traditional custodians.
This publication may contain images
of deceased members of the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander community.
They are used with the greatest respect
and appreciation.
Opinions expressed in this publication
are not necessarily those of the
publishers.

Available online:
www.vinnies.org.au

2

THE RECORD | WINTER/SPRING 2015

The Shepherd
Secure within the shepherd’s caring arms
the little lamb has found a trusting rest.
No job in life could ever beat or match
the ecstasy of new — born loveliness.
But lambs and men must grow and age,
the bow to cruel Time’s unfeeling sway.
When winter’s cold had settled o’er the
land,
one wilful sheep had gone astray.
Lost in an aimless gloom of night,
caught in a twisted maze of thorn
where every move to free the mangled
limbs
must only multiply the wounds.

I will live and survive
and be asked
I will live and survive and be asked:
How dangerous was it to leave my
country alone?
How did my family allow me to leave?
How afraid I was for my self — that I
would be raped or killed?
How I made the decision to travel alone?
How I survived without food some days?
How I walked bare feet — even as I got
more injured?
How I allowed them to lock me inside
a toilet?
How I stayed inside the toilet for hours?
How I jumped from far places and got
damaged?
How I knew I had come to the right place?
I will live and survive and be asked:
How I felt to come by boat?
How I felt to risk my life?
Did I know I would stay in detention?
Did I know I had come ‘illegally’?
But I will smile
— and I will listen to them —
because when I survived the sea
I thought I was born again.

The matted fleece, the bloodshot eyes:
Every cry a mocking parody of hope;
Yet with the first fain rays of dawn
a footstep and a voice of infinite concern:
‘Why did you go away? Why did you
doubt?
I alone can heal your wounds and set
you free;
I too have known thorns, pierced hands
and feet;
It was my way to take upon myself your
pain;
Come home with me; we shall not part
again.’
Jim Cleary
Mooroolbark, Victoria
When they ask:
did you know the law changed?
I will tell them:
I didn’t have a choice
When they say:
Doesn’t it hurt you to remember?
I will answer them:
it is past.
When they ask:
What are you planning now?
What do you want to be in the future?
I will answer them:
I am planning to live in Australia
and I want to be a journalist.
They will ask:
what about if they send you somewhere
else?
And I will say:
As long as I breathe I will reach my goals.
Hani Aden
Sydney
Hani Aden is a young Somali asylum seeker and
writer who spent 11 months on Christmas Island.
She lives in community detention in Sydney. She
writes in English, her third language. This poem was
first published on in the www.mascarareview.com

IN TH IS IS S U E
2

POETRY
Inspirational poems.

4

FRONTLINES
From the National President
Graham West.

5-7

NEWS IN BRIEF
The latest news from the
St Vincent de Paul Society,
including a Commissioning
Mass held for the new National
Council and a new store opening
in Coober Pedy in South
Australia.

8–9

10-11

12-13

14-16

FAREWELL FRIEND
By Dr John Falzon
It is with deep sadness that
we share with you the news
that Tony Thornton, National
Treasurer and former National
President, passed away suddenly
on July 12. This obituary pays
tribute to a powerful voice for
Christ’s poor, and a gentle and
kind man, who will be sadly
missed.
FINANCIAL ABUSE
By Karen O’Connor
Financial abuse as a form
of family violence was only
identified legally by the
Australian Government in 2008.
Microfinance Project Worker
Karen O’Connor outlines the
support on offer to women
experiencing financial abuse,
including the No Interest Loans
Scheme (NILS).

17

HUMANITARIAN CRISIS
By Mike Bowden
We may not be able to find a
home here for every hopeful
Bangladeshi, but we can at
least work collaboratively and
generously with our neighbours
to negotiate safety and hope for
them, says Mike Bowden from the
Society’s National Social Justice
Committee.

30-31

COMPETITION REVIEW
By Emma King
The Competition Review released
by the federal government on 6
March 2015 raises many questions
for the community sector to
consider and foreshadows drastic
changes to the way services
are delivered, says the CEO of
the Victorian Council of Social
Service.

18-19

INEQUALITY
By Dr John Falzon
We have only one enemy. It
is called inequality. No matter
how long it takes, we will win
against this enemy says the Chief
Executive of the St Vincent de
Paul Society.

32-33

AFFORDABLE HOUSING
By Lucy Adams
One issue that must not be
ignored in our response to family
violence is affordable housing,
says the Manager and Principal
Lawyer of Justice Connect
Homeless Law.

21-24

OVERSEAS DEVELOPMENT
The annual Assist a Student
newsletter comprises news from
those students the St Vincent de
Paul Society assists around the
world.

34-36

25

FAMILIES
By Jacqui Philips
The families package policy
measures announced just before
the 2015 Budget fail to strike
the right balance between child
development and workforce
participation objectives says the
Director of Policy at the Australian
Council of Social Service.

YOUR SAY
By Colin Billett
The Society’s Ulladulla
Conference has assisted 2,200
people through its Energy
Advocacy Program over the past
six years and has learned valuable
lessons.

37

OBITUARY
Former National President, John
Morahan spent a large part of
his life helping the poor and
disadvantaged as a leader of St
Vincent de Paul Society.

38-39

POVERTY
By Marcelle Mogg
The CEO of Catholic Social
Services Australia outlines the
results of the groundbreaking
Dropping off The Edge Report.

40-41

SOCIAL JUSTICE
A summary outlining the key
advocacy areas the Society has
been working on in recent
months.

42

BOOK REVIEW
By Andrew Hamilton SJ
A collection of memories and
documents about the life of
Sr Bridget Harley, Daughter of
Charity, written by her dear friend
Sr Maeve O’Brien D.C.

43

REFLECTION
By Denis Buckley
Members of the Society’s
Conference in Ferntree Gully
in Victoria are delighted to see
their friend settled into a unit of
his own after years of living in
insecure accommodation.

26-27

SENIORS HOUSING
By Felicity Reynolds
As with all types of
homelessness, older women’s
homelessness is about poverty.
To quote researchers from
the University of Queensland,
‘Homeless older women have
become a poignant symbol of
housing insecurity in Australia.’
HUMAN RIGHTS
By Sam Tyrer
Vincentian and lawyer Sam
Tyrer examines the human rights
challenge Australia faces on
asylum seekers. It is argued that
a new response—both at the
regional and domestic levels—is
required if the current situation
is to change, and for Australia to
again become a respected global
citizen.

28-29

FRIENDSHIP
By Mandy Coxall, Sarah Adams
and Kate Morton
Compeer is an internationally
affiliated friendship program
for people living with a mental
illness. The 2015 National
Compeer Forum was held from
April 21 to 22 with delegates
travelling from Victoria, NSW
and the ACT for two days of
information sharing, inspirational
activities and team building.
CHARITY SECTOR
By Jacqueline Williams
A number of Not-For-Profits,
including the Society, make
submissions to parliamentary
inquiries. A recent survey
assessing the effectiveness of
such submissions in realising
public participation in a
healthy democracy has yielded
encouraging results.

S T V I N C E N T D E PA U L S O C I E T Y A U S T R A L I A

3

frontlines | G R A H A M W E S T

Dear Vincentians,
supporters and friends,

The Society continues to provide all kinds of people with transformational experiences. There were 1,300 CEOs who took part in the Vinnies CEO Sleepout this
year who helped raise funds and awareness of homelessness in the wider community.

BY GRAHAM WEST

I welcome you to this
edition of The Record and
to my first column since
being elected to the role
of National President in
March.
I first joined the Society as a 17-yearold doing home visitations in the
Campbelltown NSW area and have
been involved in the Society in many
different roles since. I even met my
wife Tanya through the Society when
we were both youth representatives
for our dioceses!
The Society opened my eyes to the
needs of many in our community and
gave real expression to a desire to put
my faith into action. The importance
of direct person-to-person service and
friendship cannot be underestimated.
Not only should we see Christ in those
we assist, they too will hopefully see
Christ in us.
4
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The transformational experiences
the Society provided me with have
set the course of my life since and
have been a source of great joy and
inspiration. It is my great desire
that many others should have this
opportunity and experience of
Christ’s love.
Of course, we have many challenges
in our journey that as a Society
we need to face. There have been
massive transformations in wider
society, the Church and the nature
of poverty and exclusion that we are
called upon to respond to with open
hearts and active hands and minds.
As a Society founded by young
people, we must always strive to
ensure that this spirit of youth is
given expression and that young
people are welcomed into our
Society and its structures. Where
this does not occur it is incumbent
upon all of us to find new ways
to welcome them, especially into
leadership positions.

Our Society is based upon a belief
in shared volunteer leadership and I
am pleased to build upon the legacy
of the National Council established
by my friend and mentor, Tony
Thornton, who died suddenly in July.
The obituary in this issue gives a taste
of his legacy but on a personal level
Tony’s loss has a left a deep hole in
our hearts.
Continuing his legacy, the National
Council is currently undertaking a
review of our operations as a Council
and identifying ways to be of greater
service to you.
As a National Council we will
continue to work together and find
new and better ways to support
you in our service to the poor and
disadvantaged in our community.
Yours in Christ,
Graham West. ♦
Graham West is the National President of the
St Vincent de Paul Society National Council of
Australia.

news in brief

NEWS IN BRIEF

Former State President of the St Vincent de Paul
Society in Tasmania, Vin Hindmarsh, with new
State President, Toni Muir.

Commissioning Mass held
in Tasmania

Members of the St Vincent de Paul Society National Council of Australia.

Commissioning Mass held
for new National Council
Graham West has been officially
inducted as National President of the
St Vincent de Paul Society of Australia.
A Commissioning Mass was held at
St Peter Chanel’s Church, Yarralumla
on Saturday 25 July for Mr West and
members of the St Vincent de Paul
Society’s National Council of Australia.
All 14 National Council members
travelled from their respective states
and territories to Canberra to attend
the event, which occurs once every
four years.
Mr West recently paid tribute to the
Society’s National Treasurer and
former National President, Anthony
Thornton, who passed away suddenly
on 11 July 2015.
‘Anthony made an enormous
contribution as President,’ said Mr
West. ‘His experience and enthusiasm
in guiding the Society over the past
four years has been a significant
positive force and he will be sorely
missed,’ Mr West said.
Mr West succeeded Anthony Thornton

in the role of President following
elections held in March 2015. He will
lead the St Vincent de Paul Society in
Australia for the next four years.
Mr West, who lives in the Snowy
Mountains, has over 20 years’
experience working in government
and not-for-profit agencies. He has
been a long-time member of the
Society and was formerly the CEO
of the St Vincent de Paul Society in
NSW and, more recently, the Society’s
National Vice President.
Mr West said: ‘We are one of the
largest human rights organisations
in Australia, responding to need
wherever it is found. We are also
especially entrusted to advocate on
behalf of people who are marginalised
and we are committed to building an
Australia transformed by compassion
and built on justice.
‘Of course, we have many challenges
in our journey that as a Society we
need to face. There have been massive
transformations in wider society, the
Church and the nature of poverty and
exclusion that we are called upon
to respond to with open hearts and
active hands and minds.’ ♦

A Commissioning Mass for the new
State President of the Society in
Tasmania, Toni Muir, was held at St
Finn Barr’s in Invermay, Launceston,
on 11 April 2015. Mass was celebrated
by Vicar General Father Mark
Freeman, and was followed by a
blessing of the extensions to the State
Office. National Council President
Graham West and several other
National Council members attended
the event. Mr West said: ‘I congratulate
Toni on her new role and extend our
best wishes to outgoing President
Vin Hindmarsh, who has contributed
greatly to the Society, both at the
state and national level, over many
years. Vin’s commitment to his faith
and to helping others is evident in
the guidance and support he has
given to many. Toni’s enthusiasm and
hands-on experience will also hold
her in good stead to lead the Society
in Tasmania in these challenging
times. Her commitment to preventative
measures—helping people
experiencing poverty and hardship
before they hit rock bottom—and her
commitment to social inclusiveness is
unwavering and will inspire others.’ ♦
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NEWS IN BRIEF
Mini Vinnies Pen Pals
Program
Six months ago the St Vincent de
Paul Society Territory Council of
Canberra-Goulburn employed a
Youth Liaison Officer to work solely
with schools across the Archdiocese,
encouraging students to engage in
social justice advocacy, volunteering
and fundraising. Over the past few
months the Youth Liaison Officer,
Amanda Amodio, has been working
with 50 per cent of the Catholic
primary schools in the Canberra/
Goulburn region to develop and
grow Mini Vinnies.
This year Amanda has revitalised
the pen pals program that was
started in 2013 between schools in
Canberra and the United Kingdom.
Mini Vinnies as a concept is fairly
new in the UK; it was introduced
there in 2009 by an Australian and
has since spread across dioceses
in England and Wales. The pen
pals program involves twinning
a Mini Vinnies in a UK primary
school with a Mini Vinnies in
the Archdiocese of Canberra and
Goulburn. The children write each
other regular letters and emails
that they then share at their weekly
meetings. Letters range from general
questions about the school, to what
initiatives and activities the Mini
Vinnies are running in their school
and local community. Through this
communication students are able
to gain a greater understanding of
the social justice issues that face
other communities, learn from each
other’s ideas and inspire each other.
We currently have four schools in
our Archdiocese participating, with
interest growing in other areas.
St Patricks will be writing to St
Edwards Catholic Primary School
in Runcorn, Cheshire. Interestingly,
St Edwards was the first school in
the UK to start a Mini Vinnies. In an
historic twist of fate, a priest from
6
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St Vincent de Paul Society Territory of Canberra-Goulburn Youth Liaison Officer, Amanda Amodio, with
Mini Vinnies students from St Francis of Assisi Primary School, Calwell, at their Night Patrol Van.

St Edwards Runcorn Parish left in
the mid-1800s and boarded a boat
in Liverpool bound for Australia.
He headed for Melbourne and
when he arrived he noticed
that there were a large number
of homeless people, especially
women and children, on the streets
of Melbourne. This was because
gold had been discovered in 1851
in Victoria and the population of
Melbourne had doubled in the
years that followed. The priest’s
name was Fr Gerard Ward and,
calling on his experience with
the St Vincent de Paul Society in
England, he established the first
conference in Australia to respond
to people in need. This conference
met for the first time at St Francis’

Church in Melbourne on March 5
1854, and Fr Ward became their
President. We now think of him as
the founder of the St Vincent de
Paul Society in Australia.
The pen pals program provides
a great opportunity for our Mini
Vinnies students to communicate
with students from another country
who have similar interests and
values and who want to make a
difference. Amanda hopes that
by the end of 2015 all our Mini
Vinnies will be matched with a
Mini Vinnies in the UK. ♦
This article was supplied by the St Vincent
de Paul Society Territory Council of
Canberra-Goulburn in conjunction with the
Society’s National Youth Team.

New-look centre in
Coober Pedy

Left to Right:
National President
Graham West;
Katina Boyd, Coober
Pedy Conference
President; Brian
Spencer, SA State
President; Governor
of South Australia
His Excellency the
Honourable Hieu
Van Le AO.

Our newest Vinnies Centre opened
last month in Coober Pedy, 26 years
after the much loved and visited
original centre and 32 years after the
humble beginnings of the St Vincent
de Paul Society in the local area.
It stands proudly on holy ground,
fashioned by humane endeavours
and persistent prayers.
The previous shop was opened
in 1991 following the receipt of a
national grant, which enabled the
house of a Slovenian opal miner to
be purchased. Locals quickly set to
work turning it into a Vinnies shop.
Over the years many locals have
assisted in the shop and it has
proudly served the heart of Coober
Pedy with a quiet presence and
nourishment given to all. Even
through difficult times the shop has
survived and served, often against
odds that would have seen lesser
lights retire or disappear. It has been
a testament to the resilient spirit of
the faith-filled people involved and
their response to a vocational call.
On 11 May this year, the Centre was
officially opened by His Excellency
the Honourable Hieu Van Le AO,
the Governor of South Australia. In
attendance was Mrs Lan Le, National
Council President Graham West,
distinguished guests and members
of the local community. The Vinnies
Centre serves to fill a great and
growing need in the local area,
as well as providing an additional

Papua New Guinea
The St Vincent de Paul Society
National Council of Australia is
conducting a review of the Society’s
involvement with Papua New Guinea
(PNG).
National Council President Graham

Governor of South
Australia, His
Excellency the
Honourable Hieu
Van Le AO, and
Mrs Lan Le officially
opening the store.

retail option for shoppers. The Centre
looked absolutely fantastic and we
felt so proud to have our new shop
in the heart of such a remarkable
community.
Other clothes shops in the town have
come and gone but this has never
distracted from the work and efforts of
the local Vincentians. Since opening
its doors, the shop has exceeded our
expectations and we are confident
West requested a review, which will
be led by the President of the Territory
Council of Canberra-Goulburn, Frank
Brassil.
‘My expectation is that the review will
consider, and balance, the desire by
Society members to assist the people
of PNG through Twinning and other
measures and the regulatory and

that it will continue to be a thriving
success. This is largely because of the
tremendous support we have received
from the people of Coober Pedy.
The Vincentian spirit is truly alive and
well in Coober Pedy! ♦
Article supplied by Fr Paul Bourke a past
Spiritual Advisor for the Coober Pedy
Conference and the St Vincent de Paul Society
in South Australia’s Marketing Manager, Claire
Dollard.

governing structures that the Society
in Australia operates in, including
international policies,’ Mr West said.
The review will be conducted in
consultation with the Overseas
Development Committee and the
International Territorial Vice-President
for the region, Br Thomas Tan. ♦
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Social activist who will be
sadly missed
Anthony Thornton
MBE SQNLDR RTD
10 June 1937–11 July 2015
B Y D R J O H N FA L Z O N
‘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.’
- Blessed Frédéric Ozanam
Tony Thornton, former National
President of the St Vincent de Paul
Society in Australia, died suddenly on
Saturday 11 July 2015.
He was a great lover of humanity,
a great fighter for social justice.
The persistence of poverty and
homelessness in prosperous Australia
affected him deeply. He was never
willing to accept a status quo that
included the wholesale rejection of
people who were made to feel the
sharp edge of inequality.
Some people look at charity as a
means of assuaging their consciences
in the face of social injustice. For
Tony Thornton it was a sign that
something was profoundly wrong
when people were forced to rely on
charity rather than being able to count
on justice. Deeply respected not only
in the St Vincent de Paul Society but
throughout the not-for-profit sector
and beyond, Tony was distinguished
by his integrity. His analysis was
disarmingly bold and simple. He
passionately argued that we are
failing people who are pushed to the
margins. More than that, we actually
make things worse for them with
policies that punish them for being
poor.
Tony saw everything as connected to
everything else and was not afraid to
roll up his sleeves and throw himself
into the work that needed to be done
to address the injustices that made
his blood boil. He felt deeply the
pain inflicted on the First Peoples,
8
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asylum seekers, single mums, young
unemployed, older unemployed,
people with a disability, people
experiencing homelessness, the lowpaid and insecurely employed and
anyone else he came into contact with
who was struggling. As a member
of the St Vincent de Paul Society he
regularly visited people in their homes
to give them material assistance but
he never walked away without being
touched, and educated by, their stories
of struggle and pain. He recently
expressed his horror over violence
against women and had decided to
throw himself into this cause as well.
For those who did not know him, all
of this might make him sound like an
angry prophet, and in some ways he

did follow the prophetic vocation of
the likes of Isaiah who railed against
the politics of cruelty: ‘Woe betide
those who enact unjust laws and draft
oppressive legislation, depriving the
poor of justice, robbing the weakest of
my people of their rights, plundering
the widow and despoiling the
fatherless!’ (10:1–3)
But he was anything but an angry
man. He was the epitome of
gentleness and kindness. His anger
against injustice was part of something
generous and expansive, as in the
formulation by Augustine of Hippo:
‘Hope has two beautiful daughters.
Their names are anger and courage:
anger at the way things are and
courage to see that they do not remain

the way they are.’ Such was his anger.
It was always coupled with courage
and in the service of hope.
His vision exceeded the bounds of
the context he worked in. Once,
when asked in a public gathering
whether he thought there should be
more charities and more support for
charities, he shocked his audience by
saying that he actually thought there
should be less! And that our long-term
aim should not be to strengthen
charities but rather to change society
so that people wouldn’t need to rely
on charities! Which is why, despite
being someone who believed that
his beloved Vinnies existed for the
people rather than the prelates,
he felt a strong affinity with the
pronouncements of Pope Francis who,
just before Tony died, and to his great
delight, said: ‘Let us not be afraid to
say it: we want change, real change,
structural change.’
Anthony Thornton was born in
Shanghai on 10 June 1937. His parents
were English, his father directing a
large technical training college in
Shanghai. Tony always spoke with
pride about his father’s bravery in
choosing to stay with his students
while Shanghai was besieged and
then taken over by the Japanese
military administration. He lovingly
kept an invaluable collection of
memorabilia from this time, including
the letter sent to his father ordering
his imprisonment, his father’s prison
diaries, and a newspaper clipping
from the Straits Times picturing baby
Anthony as a young refugee as he
and his mother were evacuated to
safety. Little wonder then that he felt
such a sense of solidarity with, and
compassion for, the people who seek
refuge on our shores today. Tony
and his mother found their way to
Australia where they waited to be
reunited with his father following
the end of the war. Growing up
in Balgowlah, Blayney, Moruya,
Woodford in the Blue Mountains,

and Wollongong, Tony went on to
join the RAAF at the age of 15 as a
junior trainee, retiring 24 years later
as a Squadron Leader. He served in
the Equipment Branch, saw service
overseas and was awarded an MBE in
the Queen’s birthday honours in 1970,
for service to the RAAF. It was in his
early years in the Air Force that he
won the heart of Aileen Murphy, the
love of his life, a young woman from
Wollongong who was to become his
wife, his closest friend and confidante,
soulmate and chief combatant in the
glorious battle of wits distinguished
by a matchless display of dry humour
and very human love. On one
occasion during their long-distance
courtship while he was stationed
in Laverton in Victoria, he wrote to
Aileen declaring ‘for two pins I’d
come home this weekend’. Aileen
immediately sent him a envelope
containing nothing but two pins, and
sure enough he hitch¬hiked from
Laverton to Wollongong to see her!
Following his time in the RAAF,
Tony spent from 1976 to 1982
working at the Canberra Deep
Space Communication Complex as
the administrator for the Tidbinbilla
and Honeysuckle Creek tracking
stations. From there he worked in the
Commonwealth Public Service, mainly
running the promotions and appeal
secretariat, until his retirement in 1994.
In 1982 he joined the St Vincent de
Paul Society as a conference member
but had to leave after a few months
because of work commitments. In
1994 he started working in the notfor-profit field as a volunteer. Initially
he started with the Victims of Crime
Assistance League (VOCAL), and with
Vinnies in the Diocese of Canberra/
Goulburn. He stayed with VOCAL as
their treasurer and office administrator
on a part-time basis for four years.
During this time he also worked with
the Society in the Curtin Centre.
From this point on the St Vincent
de Paul Society became his full-time

cause. He stepped up, always with
incredible modesty but never with any
hesitation, to volunteer for whatever
job needed doing. Before long he
was put in charge of the Vinnies
Centres in the Canberra-Goulburn
Archdiocese, then was made President
of the Archdiocesan Council, during
which time he patiently but doggedly
pursued, and achieved, the Council’s
independence within the Vinnies
Federation. Following this, he was
appointed National Secretary and then
was elected as National President
in 2011. This position took him all
over Australia and, indeed, the world,
spending time and being present with
his trademark simplicity and humour,
with members of the St Vincent de
Paul Society and the people they
stood with. He revolutionised the way
the National Council looked at itself,
instilling and driving a vision for unity
in diversity.
He always said that his greatest
experience was the simple joy
of working alongside ordinary
Vincentians, young and old and
in-between, in the service of the poor
and excluded. He was impelled by
a hunger for social justice, a love for
humanity and a conviction that his
God was to be found not in pomp
and splendour but in the poor and
oppressed.
Tony loved his family. For him, there
was never a shortage of love to be
shared. His simple love for people
was of a piece with his love for his
family. He is survived and tenderly
remembered by his wife, Aileen, his
children Mary, Peter, Philip, Kathryn,
Michael and Damien and their
families, including 17 grandchildren
and eight great-grandchildren, and by
all whose lives he touched across the
Canberra community, the nation, and
beyond. ♦
Dr John Falzon is the Chief Executive of the
St Vincent de Paul Society National Council of
Australia.
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It’s all about power
and control
BY KAREN O’CONNOR

The Women’s Health
Goulburn North
East (WHGNE) is an
independent, feminist
organisation committed
to improving the health,
safety and wellbeing of
women in the Goulburn
Valley and North East
Victoria. WHGNE’s
Microfinance Project
Worker, Karen O’Connor,
outlines the support
on offer to women
experiencing financial
abuse. One such program
is the No Interest Loans
Scheme (NILS), which
was established by Good
Shepherd Microfinance
and now operates in 650
locations around the
country. In 2012, WHGNE
launched a successful
educational program,
‘Keep Your Boat Afloat’,
to highlight the fact that
financial abuse is a form
of domestic violence.
Family violence comes in many
forms, including sexual abuse, verbal
abuse, emotional abuse, social
abuse, spiritual abuse and financial
abuse. It is all about power and
control. Financial abuse as a form of
family violence was only identified
legally in 2008 by the Australian
Government.
In her 2005 report, ‘His money
or our money?’ Financial abuse
of women in intimate partner
relationships, Dr Elizabeth Branigan
stated: ‘financial abuse is a serious
form of abuse that deprives women
10
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Two of six postcards and posters that Women’s
Health Goulburn North East produced to highlight
the different forms financial abuse can take.

of sufficient financial resources to fulfil
their basic needs. It is based around
gendered issues of power, coercion
and control and can cause a range of
poor health outcomes for the women
who experience it.’
Women who are experiencing
financial abuse are often embarrassed
and ashamed, and may be asking
themselves ‘how did I allow myself
to get into this situation?’ Community
workers can reassure women that
abuse is not acceptable for any reason
and that women do not deserve to be
in this situation.
‘When I was in hospital after delivering
the baby, he would not give me any
money for me to buy the baby’s ‘cradle
photo’ or for sanitary products. I felt
totally ashamed and humiliated when
a nurse reprimanded me for poor
hygiene, as I had run out of pads and
had no money to buy more. I felt too
ashamed to ask anyone to bring me
in some or explain the situation to the
nurses.’
- Excerpt from His money or our
money (Branigan, 2005)

‘I had a seven year relationship and
now, two years after it, that awful
relationship, it is still controlling me.
I still keep every receipt. $2.50 was
the smallest amount I was bashed for.
I dealt with all the bills, yet I had to
account for every cent.’
- Participant in the ‘Tools for Change’
program offered by WHGNE

What can you do about
financial abuse?
• Ask: ‘Are you safe at home?’
• Name it: ‘What you’ve just described
to me is violence and it’s a crime’.
• Respond: Give contact details of the
local domestic violence service and
police.
• Follow up: ‘Last time you spoke
about your safety. I’d like to know
how you are now.’
• Use the ‘Keep Your Boat Afloat’
postcard and poster resources to raise
awareness of financial abuse in your
workplace. Available from
www.whealth.com.au
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‘Keep Your Boat Afloat’
postcards
The postcards can be
downloaded from the WHGNE
website: http://www.whealth.
com.au/work_Keep-Your-BoatAfloat.html#resources and hung in
offices as posters or distributed to
clients.
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The Essential First Steps to
re-establishing financial security
booklet can be downloaded
from: http://www.whealth.com.
au/work_Keep-Your-Boat-Afloat.
html#firststeps and can be used
when working with women who
are experiencing financial abuse.

women’s organisation YWCA (Ava
Project 2009).
• 80% of debts were a consequence
of the abuse the respondents had
experienced (Sharp, 2008).

‘He controlled all the money. I had nothing to spend on
myself or the kids. But he never hit me. That’s not domestic
violence is it?’
- Participant of the No Interest Loans Scheme (NILS) offered by WHGNE
• Understand that family violence is
a very complex issue and there are
many reasons why a woman will stay
in an abusive relationship.
• Don’t ask a woman why she doesn’t
just leave the relationship.

How common is financial
abuse?
The Spotlight on Economic Abuse
report produced by Fiona Macdonald
on behalf of Good Shepherd and
Uniting Care Kildonan in 2012 states
that:
‘Historically economic abuse has not
been included as a form of domestic
and family violence in law nor in
definitions used in surveys of violence.
Therefore, there is limited information
from Australian sources about its
prevalence in the population.

‘Key national data sources on
domestic and family violence are the
Personal Safety Survey conducted by
the ABS and the Australian component
of the International Violence Against
Women Survey (IVAWS), neither of
which included economic abuse in
their definitions of domestic violence
and family violence.’
The following UK statistics can help to
inform us about women’s experience
of financial abuse:
• 89% of respondents taking part in
research by Refuge, a UK not-forprofit organisation, reported financial
abuse as part of their experience of
domestic violence (Sharp 2008).
• 66% of women who had experienced
at least one form of financial
abuse had not realised they had
experienced it, according to the

Our experience in Australia also
informs us that many women and
workers are not aware that family
violence is a community problem,
not a woman’s problem and not a
woman’s fault. Family violence is not
only about black eyes and broken
bones. Financial abuse is all about
power and control.
‘A friend of mine has three children
under three years of age. Her partner
is on a very good wage and she
receives some Centrelink benefits but
has to pay half the rent and provide
for the children with the remainder.
She had a massive toothache and he
wouldn’t pay for her to go to the dentist
but he went and bought a ticket to
a concert he wanted to attend. She
wants to do a course so she can get
back into the work force but he won’t
help to finance her study. She calls it
selfishness. I call it abuse.’
- Concerned individual who sought
advice from WHGNE
continued on page 13 
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Older women and
homelessness
BY FELICITY REYNOLDS

Imagine creating a
home, raising children,
caring for elderly
parents, participating in
community life and never
having asked a charity for
anything.
In fact, imagine that you are more
likely to volunteer for a charity than
to seek help from a charity. Then
imagine that when you reach your
60s or 70s you find yourself living in
poverty and at risk of homelessness.
Well, the sad fact is that some of
us need no longer just imagine all
this. It is happening. The rate of
homelessness for older women is in
an upward swing and there is the start
of a clear trend. Thankfully we are not
yet talking about huge numbers, but
it’s likely to get worse, much worse, if
our community and our governments
continue to ignore it.

Poverty and housing costs
There may be any number of reasons
why this is happening. However, there
are two very clear ones: (1) Older
women are more likely than older
men to be living in poverty, and (2)
housing costs in our major cities have
increased significantly.

A lifetime of giving can
result in poverty
The current generation of older
women have traditionally spent more
time in their lives caring for children
and other family members and have
spent years away from the paid
workforce. As a consequence, their
superannuation savings are lower
than men. Because of our shortage of
affordable , people on single and fixed
incomes, in this instance those women
who have lost partners and women
12

THE RECORD | WINTER/SPRING 2015

who have never had partners, are at
greater risk of a housing crisis.

The largest group have led
‘conventional’ lives
Research commissioned by the Mercy
Foundation and carried out by Dr
Maree Petersen from the University
of Queensland has identified this
growing trend and explored some of
its contributing factors and potential
solutions.1 Dr Petersen identified three
distinct groups of older homeless
women. A very small group had been
itinerant for long periods of their life
and another group had a history of
housing crises. However, the third and
largest group were women who had led
‘conventional’ lives and who had never
experienced homelessness or a housing
crisis. Nor did they ever expect to.
Systemic reasons for older women in
housing crisis
The research report found that there
are a variety of other systemic reasons

why older women are now at
greater risk of homelessness. These
include shortfalls in public housing,
domestic violence, an increase in
single person households, increasing
longevity, gender pay gaps, lack
of superannuation and savings,
decreased employment prospects,
and a lack of options for women who
are homeless or at risk of becoming
homeless.

Housing ends
homelessness
This group of women may have
rented all their lives; others have
lost their homes through divorce
and have been unable to buy back
into expensive capital city housing
markets. Few have previously had
involvement with welfare and other
support systems. In the majority of
these instances, their homelessness
will be prevented through greater
protections for tenants. Those who
become homeless will have their

financial abuse | K A R E N O ’ C O N N O R

continued from page 11

Financial abuse
comes in many forms,
including:

As with all types
of homelessness,
it is always about
poverty. To quote
the researchers,
‘Homeless older
women have a
poignant symbol of
housing insecurity
in Australia’.
homelessness ended by access to
affordable and permanent housing,
with little need for any additional
supports.

Homelessness is always
about poverty
As with all types of homelessness, it
is always about poverty. To quote the
researchers, ‘Homeless older women
have become a poignant symbol of
housing insecurity in Australia.’
If you would like to know more
about the Mercy Foundation and their
work in addressing older women’s
homelessness, visit the website:
www.mercyfoundation.com.au ♦
Felicity Reynolds is Chief Executive Officer of
the Mercy Foundation, which was established
by the North Sydney Sisters of Mercy in 1990.
1. Read the full report here:
http://bit.ly/1rqSGYp

• withholding money or dictating
how it is spent
• refusing to allow a woman to
work or study, thus limiting her
financial independence and
opportunities
• forcing a partner to claim income
support payments, placing them
at risk of accusations of security
fraud
• putting all loans and debt in the
woman’s name and assets in the
abuser’s name
• refusing to contribute to the costs
of the household.
‘After the property settlement, my
ex became adept at minimising
his taxable income by investing in
a winery, making documentaries
to fund his holidays, and
eventually bought investment
properties while taking salary
sacrifices. Our youngest child has
special needs and ended up on a
disability allowance so there were
a lot of added expenses relating
to her. He moved to WA so I had
no idea of what income or assets
he had. I had to go through CSA
review hearings every 12–15
months.’
Excerpt from His money or our
money (Branigan, 2005)
Since 2007, Women’s Health
Goulburn North East has
delivered a No Interest Loans
Scheme (NILS) and through this
program the anecdotal evidence
is clear—women experiencing
financial abuse were missing out
on services because they did not
identify this experience as family
violence.

Potter Foundation to develop
resources to raise awareness of
financial abuse. The ‘Keep Your
Boat Afloat’ project produced six
postcards which detail a young
woman’s experience of financial
abuse. For more details, see the
information panel on this page
about ‘Keep Your Boat Afloat’. ♦
Karen O’Connor has been part of WHGNE
for nine years, firstly in administration and
then as the Microfinance Project Worker for
the past five years.
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Where to seek help?
National Sexual Assault and
Domestic Violence Counselling
Service 1800 737 732
Police 000
Victims of Crime Support Line
1800 819 817
Men’s Referral Service
1800 065 973

In 2012 Women’s Health
Goulburn North East (WHGNE)
applied for funds from the Ian
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Australia’s real challenge on asylum
seekers
BY SAM TYRER

The following article
by St Vincent de Paul
Society member Sam
Tyrer examines the
human rights challenge
Australia faces on asylum
seekers. The challenge
is to properly recognise
the right of persons
to seek asylum under
international law, while
simultaneously taking
action to reduce asylum
seeker boat arrivals
because of the safety
and security issues these
present. It is argued that
a new response—both at
the regional and domestic
levels—is required if the
current situation is to
change, and for Australia
to again become a
respected global citizen.
Increased arrivals of asylum seekers to
Australia by boat is first and foremost
a human rights issue. It presents a
challenge for Australia to recognise
the right of these people to seek
asylum under international law, as per
the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. It must do so while also taking
action to reduce asylum seeker boat
arrivals, for such voyages are clearly
unsafe and present security issues for
government.
In 2011–2012, 7373 asylum seekers
arrived by boat. The Refugee Council
of Australia found that this figure had
increased to 18,119 in 2012–2013.
Asylum seekers come from countries
such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran and Sri
Lanka, fleeing persecution. Indeed, the
political, social or economic situations
in those countries are unstable.1
14
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After reaching Indonesia or Malaysia
(‘transit’ countries), these people
travel onward to Australia in search of
genuine protection.2
Operation Sovereign Borders (OSB),
the Australian government response
to asylum seeker boat arrivals, does
not equally recognise the dual policy
objectives: to properly recognise
the right to seek asylum (and
other international law obligations
subscribed to by Australia), while also
reducing dangerous boat voyages.

Operation Sovereign
Borders
Operation Sovereign Borders is
designed to ‘stop the boats’. These
are the exact words published on
an Australian Customs and Border
Protection Service factsheet. It appears
to have done so. People are deterred
from seeking asylum in Australia as
a result of the strictness of the policy
under which, according to the same
factsheet: ‘processing and resettlement
in Australia will never be an option’

for those arriving by boat. Clearly, this
does not recognise the right to seek
asylum enshrined in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. Further,
aspects of the policy are contrary to
Australia’s fundamental human rights
obligations.

Interception and removal
Under OSB, the Australian government
intercepts asylum seeker boats before
they reach Australia and removes
them. In March 2014, for example,
the ABC reported that 36 asylum
seekers on a boat were intercepted
by Australian authorities and, after
a period of detention aboard an
Australian border patrol boat, were
subsequently towed to Indonesia in a
lifeboat.
Indonesia is not a party to the Refugee
Convention of 1951. As such, there is a
possibility that Indonesian authorities
may not recognise persons as genuine
refugees. Instead, refugees may be
returned by Indonesian authorities
to their countries of origin, where

they face persecution. To the extent
that occurs to persons intercepted
and removed by Australia, Australia
will have violated its obligation under
the Refugee Convention not to return
refugees, either directly or indirectly, to
places where they face persecution.3

Offshore processing and
detention
Offshore processing has been the
policy of successive Australian
governments. This continues to be the
case under OSB. Offshore processing
facilities used by Australia are located
on Nauru and on Manus Island in
Papua New Guinea. Under OSB, asylum
seekers arriving by boat (to the extent
they are not intercepted and removed,
as discussed previously) are detained
and processed in these facilities. This is
concerning from a number of angles.
First, offshore processing does not
guarantee the proper assessment
of refugee claims. In 2013, the
United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR) visited the
Regional Processing Centre on Nauru.
It observed in a report that current
conditions:
• do not provide a fair, efficient and
expeditious system for assessing
refugee claims; and
• do not provide for adequate and timely
solutions for refugees.
The UNHCR report also stated it was
most concerning that ‘there was no
access to comprehensive legal advice’
for those detained at the facilities.
Where the claims process itself lacks
due process and fairness (as on Nauru),
processing errors may occur. Under the
Refugee Convention, genuine refugees
may have their claims improperly
denied and be returned to their home
countries, where they face persecution.4
In this way, offshore processing fails to
guarantee—as required by international
law—that genuine refugees are safe
from persecution.

Second, with offshore processing
asylum seekers are detained.
Australian policy, enshrined in
legislation in the Migration Act 1958
(Cth), requires the automatic detention
of asylum seekers arriving without
a visa. This is Australia’s policy of
‘mandatory detention’. This raises
human rights issues, some of which
were considered by the UN Human
Rights Committee.
In FKAG v Australia,5 the Australian
government’s ongoing detention
of refugees was challenged before
the Committee as contrary to the
International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR) to which
Australia is a party. Their detention was
found to be arbitrary and so in breach
of Article 9(1) of the ICCPR, which
states: ‘no one shall be subjected to
arbitrary arrest or detention. No one
shall be deprived of his liberty except
on such grounds and in accordance
with such procedure as are established
by law.’
Australia continues to detain asylum
seekers arriving by boat. No proper
consideration is given to whether
detention is ‘reasonable, necessary
and proportionate’, which is required
for detention to be justified under
international law.6 Short periods of
detention may very well be justified
for initial health and security checks,
but asylum seekers in Australia spend
long periods of time in detention. As
at 30 June 2014, the Australian Human
Rights Commission found those in
closed detention spent an average
of 350 days in incarceration. In these
ways, Australia violates Article 9(1) of
the ICCPR under which persons must
not be arbitrarily detained.
In addition, conditions in Australia’s
offshore processing facilities do
not meet international standards.
Conditions at these facilities are grim.
A report by Amnesty International in
December 2013 details conditions at
Manus:

‘P Dorm, in Foxtrot Compound,
stood out as the worst
accommodation in the facility. P
Dorm is a hangar-shaped World
War II-era building approximately
40 metres long and four to five
metres wide, with a low, curved
corrugated metal roof. It sleeps
112 men on 56 sets of bunk beds
arranged with no more than 20
centimetres between each. Two
large free-standing fans were in use
when we visited at the front of the
room, but there was no air flow to
the back of the building. The smell
is overwhelmingly bad and the heat
is stifling. There are no windows.
Asylum seekers reported finding
snakes in the room and flooding
when it rained.’
Amnesty International said in 2013 that
these conditions, at a facility Australia
routinely sends people to, arguably
constitute ‘cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment’ in violation of
Article 7 of the ICCPR.
Sadly, the situation remains dire.
In March of this year, a UN Special
Rapporteur found that, ‘by failing to
provide adequate detention conditions’
at Manus, Australia has ‘violated the
right of the asylum seekers, including
children, to be free from torture or
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment’
as required under the Convention
Against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment
or Punishment.7 Other violations by
Australia are also set out in the report.
Prime Minister Abbott’s response:
‘I really think Australians are sick
of being lectured to by the United
Nations, particularly, particularly given
that we have stopped the boats, and
by stopping the boats, we have ended
deaths at sea’. These comments, as well
as the discussion above, prompt the
question: at what cost has stopping the
boats been achieved?
continued on page 16 
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A new response
Current policy is formulated exclusively
to ‘stop the boats’. This has, as
discussed above, been at the expense
of human rights. A new response—
both at the regional and domestic
levels—is required if this situation is
to change, and for Australia to again
become a respected global citizen.

Regional response
Regional cooperation represents a
way forward. The Refugee Council
of Australia has publicly stated that
by working cooperatively with
other nation states, Australia could
ensure protection standards across
the Asia-Pacific region are improved.
Enhancing protection in Asia-Pacific
is important because, as the Council
observes in a 2013 policy brief:
‘Most countries of asylum remain
unwilling to consider local integration
as an option and, in some cases, are
adopting an increasingly restrictive
and hostile attitude towards people
seeking protection; and resettlement
opportunities remain very limited even
for those who have had their status
formally registered.’ With protection
in the region improved, asylum
seekers would not necessarily need
to move around the region looking
for protection. The Council states
their protection needs would be met
regardless of the country of first arrival.
As Dr Anne McNevin has written on
the journalism website Inside Story
in July 2013, this approach ‘would
prevent perilous boat journeys by
removing the need to take them’.
In addition to promoting regional
cooperation, Australia should take steps
to strengthen human rights protections
under its own domestic legal system.

Domestic response
In Australia, human rights discourse
focusses primarily on international law.
This is because (unlike other Western
16
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democracies) Australia does not have
a national Bill of Rights reflecting
key rights and freedoms. From a
rights protection perspective, this is
concerning. The point is illustrated
well by Al-Kateb v Godwin.8 In that
case, the High Court of Australia
found that the detention (even for life)
of Mr Al-Kateb, a stateless person, to
be a lawful exercise of government
power.9 Mr Al-Kateb had clearly been
unjustifiably deprived of liberty. But
under Australian law, Mr Al-Kateb
could not successfully challenge this
as unlawful.10 A key step to improving
rights protection is for Australia to
implement a national Bill of Rights.
In cases such as Al-Kateb, a Bill of
Rights would have provided a clear
basis for the High Court to invalidate
government legislation permitting the
arbitrary deprivation of liberty.11

Conclusion
Australia faces a real challenge in
responding to asylum seeker boat
arrivals. On the one hand, it must
recognise the right to seek asylum
(and associated human rights) under
international law. Current policy
fails to protect such rights. On
the other hand, with boat arrivals
increasing there is a clear need for
the government to respond to this
dynamic.
Regional cooperation in the AsiaPacific is the way forward. In line
with improvements to protection
standards, asylum seeker boat
movement across the region would
reduce. Genuine protection would
be available across the region. This
policy response recognises the right
to seek asylum, while at the same
time representing a way to reduce
boat arrivals. This is surely more
humane and preferable to the current
policy, OSB, which fundamentally
undermines international human
rights law. But a regional approach is
effective only to the extent countries
cooperate with each other and work

towards improving protections under
their respective systems. Australia
therefore must take the lead on action
to improve rights protection under its
own legal system. Enacting a national
Bill of Rights would be a welcome first
step. ♦
Sam Tyrer is a lawyer based in Melbourne. He
teaches in the law program at the Australian
Catholic University, Melbourne campus. Later
this year, Sam will commence his Master of
Laws (LLM) focussing on international law and
human rights.
Editor’s note: The St Vincent de Paul Society’s
National Refugee Policy also supports a regional
solution. The policy is available under the
national publications section at
www.vinnies.org.au
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The Bangladeshis need
our support too
On 29 May 2015 the Society
issued a media release ‘The
Rohingya people need our
support’ in response to a
humanitarian crisis that
saw hundreds of thousands
of people stranded at
sea after escaping from
Burma on boats following
persecution. Among those
stranded at sea were
Bangladeshis who left their
homelands for a better
way of life, a path, Mike
Bowden explains many
migrants have tread before.
When Australians see a car crash and
people lying injured we stop and
we help. When toddlers get lost we
organise search parties and volunteers
scour the bush for days until the kids
are found. When bushfires consume
the forests and devour people’s lives
we rush to help, open our houses as
refuges and donate clothes, furniture
and food. When Nepal totters
Australians respond with massive
aid. When individual Australians get
a letter from Tim Costello appealing
for a donated dollar that will keep a
child in Africa at school they pledge a
monthly donation. We all have a story
of how someone helped us out in
times of trouble. We do all this because
Australians are generous people.
Australian generosity is in our blood
stream. One vein is based on our
Christian tradition and our belief that
we are all made in the image of God,
all sharing equally in God’s creative
gift of life. The Story of the Good
Samaritan is part of our heritage,
known not just by Christians but by
non-believers too. Another source is
awareness of our history of making
a good life in a new place where a
tradition of pitching in and helping out
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BY MIKE BOWDEN

our neighbours became part of our Fair
Dinkum character.
So why are we are so hard hearted
when it comes to boat people? Why do
we fear them and want to turn them
away? Having welcomed thousands
of immigrants to our shores, knowing
that we are a nation of immigrants,
we have somehow changed our spots
when we see ‘boat people’ who have
been labelled ‘economic refugees’. As if
we all weren’t once in the ‘same boat’.
Unless we are among the very few
who have been persecuted because
of race, religion or political affiliation
and been accepted under the very
stringent UN criteria for refugee status,
all the rest of us, with the exception
of the Indigenous people of the land,
are here because we or our ancestors
thought that we could make a better
life in the Land Down Under. Why are
we surprised then when desperate men
and women from Bangladesh, who
have been toiling in sweat shops that
threaten to either fall down or burn
down and where their employers pay
pitiful wages insufficient to sustain a
decent life, make courageous voyages
across the sea to appeal for mercy and
the opportunity to make a better life in
our blessed country?
The tainted political discourse

coming from all sides has turned
our nation sour. We have been sold
a contaminated story of threat from
unidentified ‘enemies’, resonating as it
does with an increasingly unsafe world
tormented by fanatics prepared to
obliterate their opponents and indeed
themselves in pursuit of fanciful,
ideological objectives. Our major
political parties have traduced the
political discourse down to the lowest
common denominator, appealing to
voters’ narrow self-interest rather than
their good-heartedness. It looks like we
have split personalities.
It is surely true that we must retain
our territorial integrity. It is surely true
that we Australians have the right to
determine the people who live here
in modern times. But the criteria we
use to make that judgement have been
skewed. Let’s bring back our good,
basic, traditional values of welcome,
giving a hand and helping out. We
may not be able to find a home here
for every hopeful Bangladeshi but we
can at least work collaboratively and
generously with our South East Asian
neighbours to negotiate safety and
hope for these struggling neighbours. ♦
Mike Bowden is a member of the St Vincent
de Paul Society in the Northern Territory and
he sits on the Society’s National Social Justice
Committee.
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There’s no such thing as
the voiceless
B Y D R J O H N FA L Z O N

In 2004, Tom Calma, then
Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Social
Justice Commissioner,
explained the difference
between formal and
substantive equality:
[I]f there are two people stuck down two
different wells, one of them is 5m deep
and the other is 10m deep, throwing
them both 5m of rope would only
accord formal equality.
Clearly, formal equality does not
achieve fairness. The concept of
substantive equality recognises that
each person requires a different
amount of rope to put them both on a
level playing field.
Tackling inequality means giving
everyone enough rope. In other words:
From each according to their ability;
to each according to their needs. As
things stand we give extra rope to
those who stand above the wells while
leaving those who are stuck down the
wells with nothing but the view from
below and the dream of sunlight. Social
spending, regardless of the screams
of blue murder from those who have
more than enough rope, helps build
greater equality. This isn’t just good for
the people stuck down the wells. It’s
good for everyone since the higher the
level of inequality the higher the rates
of crime, mortality and physical and
mental illness. Inequality is literally bad
for our health. Or as the World Health
Organisation explained in their 2008
report on the social determinants of
health, social injustice is killing people
on a grand scale.
But inequality is not just about a
redistribution of wealth and resources.
It must also be about a redistribution of
hope, a redistribution of power. As Dr
Djiniyini Gondarra put it so eloquently,
in relation to the NT Intervention:
18
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People are sick and tired of being
controlled. When people are sick and
tired of control they just give up hope:
… people are dying, not just dying
spiritually and emotionally but dying
physically. They cannot live for the day
because their lives are controlled by
somebody else.
You don’t build a community up by
putting its people down. You only
achieve humiliation.
A good society, as former Spanish
Prime Minister Jose Zapatero, pointed
out, is one that does not humiliate its
members.
Humiliation begets disempowerment
or rage. We can condemn and

humiliate people for not being
able to get up the steps or we can
build a ramp. But, as the history of
progressive social change teaches
us, humiliation can also turn into
revolution under the guiding stars of
struggle and hope. Because the truth
spoken by the people pushed to the
margins will always in the end drown
out the lies told about them. New
forces and new passions spring up in
the bosom of society but the old social
organisation fetters them and keeps
them down. But first, polarisation
becomes more pronounced.
If, as a society, we are comfortable
with detaining and brutalising
children and their parents because,

surprised if we end up building more
private prisons instead of more public
schools? As the great activist Angela
Davis reminds us:
Prisons do not disappear problems.
They disappear human beings.
We will for some time yet be forced
to listen to the late Baroness Thatcher
being channeled down here in the

We have only one enemy.
It is called inequality. No
matter how long it takes, we
will win against this enemy.
This is our beautiful struggle
and we are very many, we
who make up the massive
movement for progressive
social change, a movement
that finds its history in the
coming together and rising
up of the crushed and the
cursed, the excluded and the
exploited.

carrying with them nothing but a
nugget of hope, they take to the
high seas in search of a safe haven,
how can we be surprised that we
are also apparently at peace with the
prospect of more stolen generations of
Aboriginal people, more paternalistic
interventions in their lives, more
deaths in custody?
If we accept the lie that government
should withdraw from the arena in
which inequality is being battled
how can we be surprised by the
marketisation of essential services, the
not-for-profits unwittingly clearing the
path for the multinational companies
to take over the space and put profits
before people? Why would we be

colonies, she who opined that: It is
our job to glory in inequality and see
that talents and abilities are given vent
and expression for the benefit of us all.
Those who argue that inequality is
good for us intentionally confuse
inequality with diversity. The talents
and abilities that should indeed
be given free expression for the
benefit of us all are the manifestation
of diversity, not the product of
inequality, as perversely claimed in the
Thatcherite thesis.
And it is an injustice to all of us when
people, especially children and young
people, are denied the resources to be
able to actually give free expression to
their abilities and talents.
But this is exactly the logic of the
market, the glorification of inequality,
exemplified monumentally in the

bizarre notion that health or education
are commodities for sale; that your
educational opportunities or your
health should correlate with your
class, which is exactly what we know
to be the all too sad reality we are
living in and struggling to transform.
We have only one enemy. It is called
inequality. No matter how long it
takes, we will win against this enemy.
This is our beautiful struggle and we
are very many, we who make up the
massive movement for progressive
social change, a movement that finds
its history in the coming together
and rising up of the crushed and the
cursed, the excluded and exploited.
And finds its expression in our
common belief that those who refuse
to take the side of the oppressed give
their aid to the oppressor. Or as the
prophet Jeremiah (22:3) puts it: Act
with justice…and deliver from the
hand of the oppressor.
We also hold, with Arundhati Roy,
that: There’s no such thing as the
voiceless, only the deliberately silenced
and the preferably unheard. What we
know is what we learn by listening
to and learning the language of the
unheard instead of swallowing the
lies of those who seek to justify
harm to humanity and to the planet
in which humanity finds its home.
Humanity will win against humiliation
for our solidarity is stronger than our
sadness and even though our struggle
is enormous, so too is our hope. In
the beautiful words of the late Bobbi
Sykes:
The revolution is alive
while it lives within us;
beating, making our hearts warm,
our minds strong,
for we know
that justice is inevitable – like birth. ♦
Dr John Falzon is Chief Executive of the St
Vincent de Paul Society National Council.
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Assist a Student
SUPPORTER NEWSLETTER – 2015
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Dear friends,
Recently, I travelled to a small island nation with the Overseas
Specialist Surgical Association of Australia (OSSAA). It was my third
trip with the volunteer team, who so selflessly give to others of their
skills, time and finances to help those who are in need of specialist
health services. As well as for my own professional learning, I take
these opportunities to travel to be reminded of how blessed I am.
Often the difference in the opportunities that come my way is the
result of circumstance—good luck, you could say. Good luck that I
was born in Australia. Good luck that health care and education
are free and available to me. Good luck that if I need financial
or social assistance, I can seek help from the government and
organisations like the St Vincent de Paul Society.
.
I recall one morning during my trip watching the children walk to school
to get to school, as
Someone mentioned to me that some children walk for a couple of hours
been clean-up day
they come into town from the hills. This particular morning, it must have
ooms, mops, a duster
at the school, as each child carried something with them for cleaning—br
had bags—they were
many
made of dried twigs tied together. They didn’t carry books and not
probably too expensive.
that each child has
The Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 28, recognises the right
to their circumstances.
to an education. For many children, this basic right is not attainable due
status quo for some of
The Vinnies Assist a Student program (Australian program) changes the
and for their families.
these children. It provides a chance for an alternative future, for them
students in our
I am heartened by the stories I hear of how this program has benefited
and the tireless work
partnered countries. I am also inspired by the generosity of our donors
ry launch for this
of volunteers who spread the word about this program. The Northern Territo
that for many states
program is happening in September and I pray for its success. I am aware
cease. Thank you to
around Australia the appeal starts early in the year, and does not really
m.
each of you for your enthusiasm in promoting this life-changing progra
t

a Student. Please contac
I am happy to receive comments or answer enquiries regarding Assist
me at: celinalai@gmail.com
Celina Lai
National Assist a Student Coordinator
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‘Thank You’
from Sri Lanka

Hope you are keeping fine by the grace of God.
I am most thankful to you personally, all the Board members of SSVP Sri
Lanka wants me to convey their gratitude to donors and the SSVP Australia
National Council for supporting 885 students in 2015.
The AAS is doing great service here, there were so many poor children who
have obtained University entrance last year who were beneficiaries of this
program. We are indeed proud to be a part with SSVP Australia on this project.
God Bless You.
Leonie Fernando
SSVP Sri Lanka
National President

‘Thank You’
from Pakistan

Please to informed that we have received applications for the Assist a Student
Program. Accordingly we are attaching herewith a list of these Students
received from the Regional Councils of Karachi, Sargodha and Faisalabad
which we trust you will find in order. Some more names of students are
awaited which shall be forwarded to you as soon as it is received. Once again
thank you and Australia for the support which would go a long way in helping
the poor students of Pakistan in getting some education which otherwise is
expensive, but is the need of the hour. May the good Lord bless all you good
people for thinking of the less fortunate students of Pakistan who will certainly
pray for all of you.
With kind regards and God bless.
George Anthony
National Twinning Coordinator
SSVDP-PAKISTAN
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AAS Statistics 2014

COUNTRY

NUMBER OF STUDENTS
SUPPORTED

Indonesia

1117

Philippines

486

PNG

485

Fiji

726

Cambodia

310

Sri Lanka

611

Thailand

415

Myanmar

280

Kiribati

Did not send list for 2014

India

Did not send list for 2014

Vanuatu

Did not send list for 2014

TOTAL

4,430

AAS Statistics 2015
(to date)

COUNTRY

NUMBER OF STUDENTS SUPPORTED

NUMBER STILL TO BE SUPPORTED

India

0

1521

Indonesia

500

0

Philippines

0

1400

Fiji

677

323

Vanuatu

210

125

Cambodia

400

0

Pakistan

159

0

Sri Lanka

120

765

TOTAL

2,066

4,134
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families | JACQUI PHILLIPS

Unbalanced and unfair: ACOSS analysis
of the Budget ‘families package’
BY JACQUI PHILLIPS

Though delivering much
needed and overdue
additional investment
in early childhood
education and care, the
government’s recently
announced ‘families
package’ fails to strike the
right balance between child
development and workforce
participation objectives.
It also fails to target assistance where
it is most needed—maintaining fairly
generous childcare subsidies to families
on higher incomes while halving the
assistance available to support child
development in families locked out of
paid work and cutting payments to low
and moderate income families.
While the new childcare subsidy will
deliver a simpler system and increased
investment in early education and care,
the benefits of the package will not be
fairly shared. Harsh activity tests will
mean that children in disadvantaged
families will have their access to early
childhood education halved from two
days to one day per week. This flies
in the face of all the evidence about
the importance of early childhood
education on childhood development
and lifelong learning, particularly for
disadvantaged children.
ACOSS broadly supported the
model for reform of the childcare
system proposed by the Productivity
Commission in its final report last year.
It is disappointing that the government
has rejected key elements. Specifically,
the commission recommended that
families on very high incomes receive
a base subsidy of 20 per cent of the
benchmark costs of care (its draft
report proposed a 30 per cent subsidy
for those on higher incomes). The
government has instead adopted a
50 per cent threshold for families on

incomes of $170,000 and above. This
has significantly increased the costs of
the package, which the government
is now seeking to pay for through
cuts to family payments which will hit
those with lower incomes hardest.
Combined, the current and previous
budgets represent a $9 billion
reduction in spending on family
payments over the forward estimates,
of which approximately $6 billion in
savings (or two thirds) will adversely
affect low income households.1
ACOSS supported changes proposed
in the 2014–15 Budget which better
targeted payments to lower income
households, including lowering the
maximum income cut off for FTB
Part B from $150,000 to $100,000 and
reducing assistance to higher income
households with more than one child.
Both of these measures have been
passed by parliament.
However, we strongly oppose two
measures which will impact on very
low income families: the freezing of
maximum rates until 2017, which will
erode the value of payments over the
next few years, and the limiting of the
Part B payment to families with very
young children, severely reducing
assistance to single parent families
with older children. These measures
remain before parliament and the

new investment in childcare has been
made conditional on passage of these
bills, placing enormous pressure on the
cross-bench.
The other major change affecting
families in this Budget was the move
to limit access to the government’s
Paid Parental Leave Scheme (paid at
minimum wage to eligible parents
for 18 weeks) to parents who do not
have access to an employer scheme
of equal or greater value, saving $1
billion over the forward estimates. This
move undermines the design of the
original scheme, which was intended
to complement employer schemes and
bring Australian entitlements closer to
the 26-week benchmark recommended
for maternal-child bonding and
breastfeeding.
The families package policy measures
announced just before the 2015
Budget do not meet the fairness test.
Reforms should be undertaken to
achieve a better balance between
child development and workforce
participation, to ensure access to
childcare for vulnerable children and to
reduce child poverty. ♦
Jacqui Phillips is Director of Policy at the
Australian Council of Social Service.
1. Including Family Tax Benefit Part A and B and
Paid Parental Leave.
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friendship | MANDY COXALL, SARAH ADAMS AND KATE MORTON

Sunshine Coast hosts National
Compeer Forum
B Y M A N DY C OX A L L , S A R A H
A DA M S A N D K AT E M O R T O N

On behalf of St Vincent
de Paul Society, Compeer
Sunshine Coast hosted
the 2015 National
Compeer Forum from
April 21 to 22. The
theme for the forum was
‘Changing impossible
to I’m possible: keeping
momentum and
measuring success.’
Delegates travelled from
VIC, NSW and ACT for
two days of information
sharing, inspirational
activities and team
building.
Compeer is an internationally
affiliated friendship program for
people living with a mental illness.
As in any friendship, volunteers and
their friends or ‘companions’ spend
time together enjoying activities such
as chatting over a cup of coffee,
going to the movies or enjoying
activities of mutual interest. The
friendship is supported by Compeer
staff and the health professional
applying to the program on behalf
of their clients. The program is
offered by the St Vincent de Paul
Society in Victoria, Queensland,
New South Wales and the Territory
Council of Canberra-Goulburn.
The national forum is held annually
for programs within the Society to
regularly collaborate on their work.
The 2015 forum began with
a beautiful welcome and
acknowledgement of country
from Judith Shea, community
representative. Judith’s people are
Nyangumarta, from the Pilbara,
in Western Australia. She spoke
about possessing a whole of life
26
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Guest speaker John Mendoza addresses the National Compeer Forum held in April.

connection to her culture and
finding her birth family nine years
ago, having been raised by what she
described as a loving white family.
Judith said that living in two cultures
has allowed her to have a unique set
of skills and knowledge, having a
‘white hand in Black Culture’ and a
‘Black hand in White Culture’.
Chief Executive of the St Vincent
de Paul Society in Queensland,
Peter Maher, officially opened
the proceedings, highlighting the
significant role that Compeer plays
in reaching out to people and
offering them a hand up, rather than
a hand-out. He spoke passionately
about his vision to see Compeer
grow and expand within the state.
John Forest, the State President of
the Society in Queensland, delivered
an inspiring reflection on the power
of companionship, the impact that
this has on people’s lives and how
it fits with the St Vincent de Paul
Society’s vision and values.
Prominent mental health advocate
and Director of ConNetica, John

Mendoza, delivered the key note
address at the forum. John outlined
the proven link between social
support and mental health recovery,
acknowledging the important work
of the Compeer program in offering
companionship and a chance for
people living with a mental illness
to feel less isolated. He reinforced
the need for a health system that is
responsive to the whole person’s
needs and not just to a moment of
crisis, and for services to wrap around
a person and be more culturally
sensitive. He then went on to discuss
mental health reform and the current
‘National Mental Health Commission
Review Report’ that was tabled to
the Commonwealth Government
on the 1 December 2014. John
encouraged us all to advocate for the
recommendations of the Review to
be implemented in full, as it would
produce positive outcomes for the
people we support. The full Report,
including the executive summary, can
be found at http://bit.ly/1IgeMqQ. The
St Vincent de Paul Society’s National
Council Office made a submission

Left: St Vincent de Paul
Society in Queensland,
Compeer Co-ordinator
Mandy Coxall, left, and
Executive Officer of
the Northern Diocesan
Central Council, Jody
Tunniclyffe.

Right: St Vincent
de Paul Society of
Queensland’s Bernard
O’Brien, left, who is
a Regional Council
President and a
member of the Compeer
Advisory Committee
and Ian Laherty, who
is the President of
the Northern Diocese
Central Council.

to the review, which is also available
online at https://www.vinnies.org.au/
mentalhealthreview
During the remainder of their time
together at the 2015 National Compeer
Forum, participants developed a set
of ‘volunteer FAQs’, which could then
be adapted by individual programs to
assist with learning and understanding
more about what keeps volunteers
engaged. These questions form the
basis of a qualitative survey tool that
each program in Australia will adapt
and distribute to their local program
volunteers. The volunteer panel at
the forum consisted of five volunteers
who were at different stages of their
volunteering. They eagerly responded
to a number of key questions
developed by forum delegates and
spoke from their own personal
experiences of becoming involved
with Compeer. All volunteers spoke
of the excellent and professional
manner in which Compeer operates
and the strong support they received
from Compeer from the time that
they made their first enquiry. The

significance of the Compeer oneto-one relationship and feelings
of being able to contribute to
helping others feel less isolated was
reinforced by all the volunteers.
The forum also had the privilege
of hearing from one of Compeer’s
Sunshine Coast companions, who
spoke about the difference Compeer
has made in his life. He shared
his personal story, the challenges
that he faced with having a mental
illness, his study and career and his
experiences both from the point
of view of what he had gained by
being matched with a volunteer
but also from the perspective of
the program itself—the support
and the many social events that
he has been invited to and which
have contributed to giving him an
opportunity to feel included and to
be part of a broader community.
By the second day the Sunshine
Coast turned on a beautiful, warm
and clear day, which was ideal
for a variety of team building and
motivational activities. The two-day

forum was highly successful, and
provided opportunities to be part of
and to contribute to strengthening
Compeer and our knowledge of
the mental health sector. It was also
a wonderful opportunity to bring
together staff, volunteers, companions,
committees and board members from
across different states.
The feedback from the forum has
been extremely positive and delegates
were unanimous in pushing forward
to plan for the following year and for
continuing to come together annually
to ensure that there are opportunities
to learn, share, grow, reenergise,
collaborate and to act on what has
been learned. We are all very grateful
for the generosity of St Vincent de
Paul Society and their commitment to
valuing their staff and the Compeer
program. ♦
The Compeer forum working party comprises St
Vincent de Paul Society employees Kate Morton
(Melbourne, VIC), Mandy Coxall (Sunshine
Coast QLD), Sarah Adams (Maitland/Newcastle
NSW) and Meagan Smith (Illawarra/Shoalhaven
NSW).
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Public participation in a
healthy democracy
BY JACQUELINE WILLIAMS

For many Australians,
the parliament in
Canberra seems a world
away. Yet, the health of
our democracy depends
on the participation
of even society’s most
marginalised. Parliament,
in its own formal
fashion, seeks to promote
public engagement by
inviting submissions to
parliamentary inquiries.
A number of Not-ForProfits (NFPs) make
submissions to these
inquiries on behalf of
those who are unable
to do so themselves. A
recent survey I conducted,
assessing the effectiveness
of such submissions
in realising public
participation, yields
encouraging results.
Parliamentary inquiries are set up
to canvass public opinion about the
best course of action for a particular
policy. Anyone from the public can
make a submission to such inquiries,
informing the committee as to their
opinion of the particular policy.
The committee takes into account
submissions by the public, investigates
further evidence, and formulates
conclusions and recommendations
into a report presented to parliament.
Scholars in this field contend that
public participation in the political
sphere is a core tenant to democracy.1
Bishop and Davis state that parliament
must be able to consult with the
public more frequently and more
broadly than on just those issues
taken to elections every three years.2
28
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One way in which this might be
achieved is through submissions to
parliamentary inquiries, which are
said to be one of the most important
means by which the public can
engage with parliament on a regular
basis.
Previous research has measured the
effectiveness of public participation
with reference to three criteria:
whether it is open (fair), flexible,
and informative to the public.
Firstly, continued participation in

the submission process requires it
to be a feasible task, open to the
wider public, and perceived to have
an impact. Secondly, flexibility in
how evidence is obtained increases
engagement by the wider public.
Finally, public participation is
enhanced when the process serves
not only to inform parliament,
but also to educate those making
submissions about the parliamentary
process.
The present research I conducted

PHOTO: HAMILTONSTONE/WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

advertised to the broader public,
especially concerning the creation
of invitation lists, with a view to
broadening this process.
4) Although the majority of
respondents (64%) felt that their
submissions were having an
impact, a number of respondents
(18%) felt that this did not occur
all the time, whilst others were
unsure about the procedure the
committee took in tabling the
report.
Recommendation: Investigate
the perceived transparency of the
parliamentary process, including how
submissions are dealt with in writing
the final report, and how those reports
impact upon parliamentary decisionmaking.

Public hearing of an Australian Sente committee, showing Senators, witness,
transcription and broadcasting staff.

whilst interning at the St Vincent
de Paul National Council and
canvassed the views of large NFPs
who submit to federal parliamentary
inquiries on behalf of disadvantaged
Australians, advocating for issues
on social justice. These national
charities varied in size, from medium
to large, and were generally based
in Canberra. The aim was to
gauge the perceived effectiveness
of the submission process,
according to those who engage
with it, as measured by the three
aforementioned criteria.
By and large, the results suggest
that submission-writing by NFPs to
parliamentary inquiries is an effective
means for enhancing and realising
public participation in the democratic
process. However, a number of
issues were raised that led to several
recommendations.
1) Respondents stated that time
spent on submission writing
varied from hours to days, weeks
or months, perhaps attesting
to the complexity of some
submissions.
Recommendation: Drawing
upon the factors that respondents
identified as impacting on time spent
on submissions, means to expedite

that process could be explored.
For example, 45% of respondents
indicated that ‘familiarity with the
topic’ was a determining factor for
time spent on submission writing.
NFPs could be assisted with this
factor through opportunities to
utilise past research conducted by
similar entities. This might involve,
for example, developing a shared
database of past research between
NFPs.
2) The most common means
by which respondents had
given evidence was through
formal hearings (82%). Some
respondents (18%) indicated
that formal hearings can be
intimidating, especially if there is
a lack of expertise in this type of
proceeding.
Recommendation: Explore whether
less formal means of giving evidence,
such as public hearings, would
increase participation in this process.
3) The results show that the
majority (64%) of organisations
find out about inquiries
by private invitation from
parliament.
Recommendation: Investigate
the means by which inquiries are

A healthy democracy rests on
meaningful participation in the
parliamentary process by a wide crosssection of the public. Results from
this survey suggest that submission
writing by NFPs to parliamentary
inquiries provides a genuine means
by which these entities can participate
in this process. Nonetheless, there
is room for improvement. These
recommendations could be taken
up by parliamentary committees to
improve the consultative process,
and furthermore by NFPs, in order to
increase collaboration in the sector. ♦
Jacqueline Williams is a fifth year LLB/BA
student at the Australian National University,
who recently undertook an internship with St
Vincent de Paul Society National Council.
1. See, for example, The Australian
Collaboration, Democracy in Australia – Citizen
participation in Democracy (July 2013)
The Australian Collaboration <http://www.
australiancollaboration.com.au/pdf/Democracy/
Citizen-engagement.pdf>. Brenton Holmes,
‘Citizens’ engagement in policymaking and the
design of public services’ (Research Paper No
1, Parliamentary Library, Politics and Public
Administration Section, 2011).
2. Patrick Bishop, and Glyn Davis. “Mapping
public participation in policy choices.”
Australian journal of public administration 61.1
(2002): 14-29.
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Community sector follows
Competition Review with interest
BY EMMA KING

Victorian Council of Social
Service Chief Executive
Officer Emma King
addressed the Community
Sector Leaders Forum
attended by the St Vincent
de Paul Society Territory
Council of CanberraGoulburn CEO, Paul
Tresize, in May. In her
speech Emma provided an
update on the Competition
Review currently being
conducted by the Federal
Government and how it
impacts on the community
sector and the people we
assist. The following is
an edited extract of that
speech.
The Competition Review released
by the Federal Government on 6
March 2015 raises many questions for
us to consider. The Harper Review
of Competition Policy is the first
comprehensive review of Australia’s
competition laws and policy in over
20 years—the last one being the 1993
National Competition Policy Review
(the Hilmer Review). The Hilmer
Review led to the development of
the National Competition Policy.
According to the Productivity
Commission, the Hilmer Review
contributed to an increase in
productivity, directly reduced some
prices, stimulated business innovation
and contributed to an overall
improvement in living standards.
From the perspective of the
community sector, it’s important to
note that the relationship between the
community sector and the government
has been changing for some time and
the thinking in the Competition Policy
Review is a window into the trajectory
30
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that change is heading. It is important
to note that the Harper Review is
really looking at change over the
next 10 to 20 years, but will clearly
be impacted by some change in the
much shorter term, such as the NDIS.
The actual intent of the Competition
Policy hits close to home for the
community sector. Reforms to ‘human
services’ are noted as a priority by
the report. While the review takes a
cautious approach and acknowledges
the community sector’s concerns that
the benefits of competition are limited
in human services of important social
objectives and support for vulnerable
Australians, it does foreshadow drastic
changes to the way that community
sector services are delivered.
At the same time, the area of human
services is very broadly defined and
actually receives little attention in the
report itself. The definition of human
services includes health, education
and community services and a mere
four pages in a report that is well over
500 pages long are devoted to the
topic, yet it is still identified as being
a priority. At its core, the Competition

Policy Review is promoting further
marketisation of human services. It
doesn’t use that language directly, but
it is an underlying theme.
The term ‘commissioning’ is used
throughout the Competition Policy
Review. In the community sector many
of us are particularly wary of this term
and look to the experience of the UK
and the Conservative Government’s
Big Society Rhetoric with a great deal
of concern about intent.
The word commissioning seeks
to reframe the debate about the
delivery of public services. It places
government not as the provider of
services, but as the commissioner of
services. By reframing this debate, this
language encourages government to
change the way it thinks about its role
and there are both opportunities and
risks in this change in perspective for
the community sector.

Opportunities
There are opportunities to come out
of this review. The most obvious one
is that there is active discussion about

moving services previously provided
by governments to other providers,
and our sector could be well placed
to deliver them.
In some areas, it may be very
true that not for profit community
organisations can deliver better
services than government. I believe
our sector is especially good at
tailoring individualised services to
people in their communities, and at
targeting our services at those who
need them most. There is potential
here for our services to become
stronger and more effective.
There are also opportunities in this
debate to influence the design of
services. Some of the ideas about
co-design and innovation are worth
pursuing as they potentially place
the community sector on a stronger
footing as an active partner in the
relationship with government, with
our own ideas and not merely the
recipients of funding that is output
based (and at times based on outputs
that we think don’t deliver the best
outcomes).
While the debate is open, we have
the opportunity to engage and put
forward our own ideas about how
community services can evolve in
the future—and if we have better
ideas than others there is a chance
our ideas may be pursued as an
alternative.

Risks
There are also some absolute risks
in taking this direction. One of the
biggest risks is that for all of the high
ideals about strategic commissioning,
the end game may really be just an
outsourcing exercise—trying to make
budget savings by shifting to a low
cost provider and often reducing
the quality or amount of services
in the process. This is a particular
issue, as I believe many community
service organisations are already
underfunded for the work that they

do and I’ve certainly seen examples
of organisations cross-subsidising
the work that they are contracted
to do by fundraising or through
profits they may have made through
social enterprises. It is critical that
community sector organisations
receive the true cost of running
programs and that the innovation
undertaken by organisations is not
stifled.

There are also opportunities
in this debate to influence
the design of services. Some
of the ideas about co-design
and innovation are worth
pursuing as they potentially
place the community
sector on a stronger footing
as an active partner in
the relationship with
government.
There is also a natural tension
in talking about and negotiating
co-design with those who actually
contract and fund services. We need
to be clear about the relationship and
the inherent risks of, on one hand,
wanting to co-design and shape, but
on the other, being seen as too close
to government and then being held
to account for broader government
directions that may be in opposition
to the work we’re doing.
Another risk with the entry of forprofit providers into the community
sector is that they may not take an
ethical or collaborative approach
to service delivery. What is more,
systems designed to include forprofit providers might also force
community sector organisations to
be pitted against each other as well
as for-profit organisations in any
commissioning process, which is
clearly in opposition to collaboration.

Finally, perhaps the biggest risk of
all is that we become so distracted
by the competition, and so
concerned about who will deliver
services, that we forget to argue for
the need to have the right amount
of the right types of services for
the people in our community who
need help.

The value of the
community sector
The competition review is signalling
a potentially massive reconstruction
of community services. We need
to be ready for this conversation,
and one of the first steps for us is
to be able to clearly articulate why
the community sector is valuable.
Too often, our services are just seen
as a cost, and when we point out
the need for additional resources,
we are painted as special interest
groups lobbying for our industry.
We need to have a way to talk
about our sector that is more
sophisticated than merely asking
for money or pointing out
problems, but can tell governments
how the services we provide
create beneficial change in our
community. Key to this is that our
sector is among the fastest growing
in Australia and is set to grow
further with the introduction of
the NDIS and increased services to
cater for an ageing population.
The not-for-profit sector employs
eight per cent of the workforce,
and contributes over $43 billion
to the economy. Further, we have
over four million volunteers, whose
work is valued at more than $15
billion. But we contribute more
than economic activity. We aspire
to change life trajectories for the
better. We need to make sure that
our advocacy reflects our unique
contribution.
continued on page 33 
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Breaking the links between
family violence and homelessness
BY LUCY ADAMS

‘There was one time I was
pregnant with my [child]
and he punched me in
the stomach … There have
been times when we were
on the verge of splitting
up that I have actually
looked into moving out on
my own and I haven’t had
the money to do it … I had
to stay in that situation
because I didn’t have
the money to get up and
leave.’1
Victoria is in the midst of Australia’s
first Royal Commission into Family
Violence, which has been tasked with
inquiring into and reporting on ‘how
Victoria’s response to family violence
can be improved’.
The submissions and testimonies to
the royal commission will deliver wide
and diverse insights spanning across
preventing family violence, fostering
a violence-free society, increasing
awareness of family violence and its
effects, ensuring the safety of people
affected by family violence, providing
effective responses to family violence
and helping people who use violence
to change their behaviour.
One issue that must not be ignored
in our response to family violence is
affordable housing.
As 129 organisations from the housing,
homelessness, family violence, health,
legal and local government sectors
have collectively identified, Victoria’s
shortage of affordable housing:
1. deters victims from leaving violent
relationships: less than 0.1 per
cent of private rental properties
in metropolitan Melbourne are
affordable and appropriate for a
single mother of two children who
relies on a parenting pension and
32
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there are almost 34,000 people
on the Victorian public housing
waiting list;2
2. pushes victims into homelessness:
family violence is now the most
common cause of homelessness in
Victoria. Last year, 22,213 women
accessing specialist homelessness
services in Victoria did so because
of family violence;3
3. can make perpetrators more
isolated and increase the risk of
repeated or escalated violence.4
The one-page joint submission on
family violence, homelessness and
affordable housing presents a unified
call for an investment in housing and
services to break the link between
family violence and homelessness.
In addition to an investment of $10
million to establish a rapid rehousing
program for over 1,000 women, $200

million to build a minimum of 800
properties, and improved affordable
housing pathways for perpetrators
of family violence, the submission
calls for strengthened programs
focussed on sustaining tenancies and
preventing homelessness for women
who can safely stay in their homes
after violence.
One example of such a program
is the Women’s Homelessness
Prevention Project (WHPP), a project
of Justice Connect Homeless Law
that keeps women and children
in housing through a combination
of legal representation and social
work support. Established in 2014
with philanthropic funding from the
Lord Mayor’s Charitable Foundation,
the WHPP is a holistic, integrated
model of providing legal services that
focusses on preventing homelessness
through addressing both legal and
non-legal issues.
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In 12 months of operation, the WHPP
has assisted 62 women with 102
children in their care and 81 per cent
of finalised matters resulted in women
being able to maintain safe and
stable housing or resolve a debt or
compensation claim that was a barrier
to accessing safe housing. Ninetyfive per cent of WHPP clients have
experienced family violence.
The most common risk to WHPP
clients’ tenancies is rent arrears, with
42 women facing eviction for falling
behind in the rent by relatively small
amounts (the average amount of
arrears owed when clients approached
Homeless Law was $2,177, with the
lowest amount owed being $70).
Victims of family violence can find
themselves at risk of homelessness
both in the immediate aftermath of
family violence or years down the
track.5 It is also rare for legal issues to
exist in a vacuum and it is common
for both legal and non-legal issues to
be underpinning the risk of eviction.6
With this in mind, the WHPP’s
in-house social worker has made
78 referrals to a range of services,
including financial counselling, mental
health care, health professionals,
drug and alcohol counsellors and
transitional housing.
What we are seeing through the
WHPP is that preventable evictions
into homelessness can happen too
easily. Almost 60 per cent of the
women facing eviction that the WHPP
has assisted were already the subject
of an eviction order and were on
the brink of having the locks on the
property changed. With targeted,
integrated services these unnecessary
evictions of women and children were
prevented.
Given the chronic shortage of
affordable housing, the overwhelming
demand for homelessness services, the
high rates of homelessness amongst
people who have experienced family
violence, and the hardship and long

term impact of homelessness, we
need a legal, policy and services
framework for making evictions into
homelessness a last resort.
In developing responses to family
violence we mustn’t forget about the
role safe and secure housing has to
play. It’s very hard to rebuild your life
without a safe roof over your head. ♦
Lucy Adams is the Manager and Principal
Lawyer of Justice Connect Homeless Law. Justice
Connect Homeless Law made a submission to
the Royal Commission into Family Violence,
Home Safe, that discusses these issues in more
detail.
1. Homeless Law Family Violence Consultation,
participant interview (interview conducted on 7
April 2015).
2. Anglicare Australia, Anglicare Australia rental
affordability snapshot (2015) 88; Department
of Health and Human Services, Public housing
waiting and transfer list March 2015.
3. See Australian Institute of Health and Welfare,
Specialist Homelessness Services: 2013–2014
(2014) (AIHW Report), ‘Table VIC2.14: Clients,
by main reasons for seeking assistance, 2013–14,
adjusted for non-response’.
4. See, for example, Centre for Innovative
Justice, Opportunities for early intervention:
Bringing perpetrators of family violence into
view (2015) 50.

A collaborative, joined up
and local service network
It is critical to think of the community
sector not as a bunch of services
that are lumped together, but as a
system of services that link together
to change people’s life trajectory.
Increasingly, evidence suggests that
it is no single service or intervention
that changes people’s lives. It is the
nature of the whole service ecosystem that serves a community. For
community services to work well, we
need to go beyond thinking about
individual components of the system
in isolation, instead considering how
all those components link together.
One of the great risks of competition
policy is that different parts of
the community sector become
de-coupled from each other. If
governments take a siloed approach
to commissioning services, without
considering how that might affect
the service eco-system, then the
integrated nature of services can be
undermined.

Conclusion

5. See Justice Connect Homeless Law, Five
ways family violence puts women at risk of
homelessness (WHPP Newsletter) (March 2015)
(http://bit.ly/1GgHaHC). See also VicHealth,
Preventing Violence against Women: Research
Summary (2011) (http://bit.ly/1FvE1Sq) 6: ‘the
health consequences of violence can persist
long after violent episodes have occurred’.
6. See Suzie Forell, Emily McCarron and Louis
Schetzer, ‘No home, No justice? The legal needs
of homeless people in NSW’ (Access to Justice
and Legal Needs Monograph Series Vol. 2, Law
and Justice Foundation, July 2005); Christine
Coumarelos and Julie People, ‘Home is where
the heart of legal need is’ (Working Paper No.
23, Law and Justice Foundation, April 2013) 1,
regarding the need for legal services to be more
integrated and holistic to address barriers clients
face to accessing legal services and resolving
legal issues.

The Harper Review will be used as
a platform for change in community
services—change over the long term.
The limited discussion of human
services, in its broad definition used
within the report, absolutely opens
up the opportunity for our sector to
shape the debate from here; to clearly
articulate our value proposition and
to ultimately shape the outcomes
that will impact on our society and
most particularly to focus on how
we shape future priorities to change
the life trajectories for those who are
disadvantaged, vulnerable and in
poverty. ♦
Emma King is the CEO of the Victorian Council
of Social Service.
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Keeping our people
connected
BY COLIN BILLETT

‘I’ve just received this
notice in the mail—and
my electricity is about to
be disconnected.’
This familiar statement is well
known to St Vincent de Paul
Society conference members in
our meetings with the persons
we assist, who are struggling to
make ends meet with their energy
accounts. In 2009, our Ulladulla
Conference began an Energy
Advocacy Program to better assist
people in sustaining their energy
supply. Whilst the energy industry
continues to evolve in terms of
privatisation and government
legislation, the one thing that
has not changed is those on low
incomes are still disadvantaged in
a number of ways when it comes
to meeting their energy obligations.
After six years of dealing with over
2,200 client accounts, and as the
sole referring agency in Ulladulla
for energy assistance, we would
like to present the following
findings for information purposes
to all St Vincent de Paul Society
conferences.

Client responsibility and
understanding
In terms of client responsibility, we
initially identified that only 10 per
cent of our clients were making
regular fortnightly deductions
towards their energy usage. By the
end of 2014, client participation for
energy deductions had risen to over
85 per cent, albeit not all clients
are able to cover their full energy
consumption costs.
Energy account understanding is a
major issue, and many people are
still unfamiliar about the details on
their energy accounts. For example,
accounts describe usage in kilowatt
34
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Disconnections are a
constant threat to most
financially marginalised
people as they juggle
their mandatory
expenses for food and
rent each fortnight.
hours (KwH) for peak, shoulder, and
off-peak 1 or 2 rates. Many did not
know whether their rental property
had an off-peak hot water system or
why their bill was so high compared
to previous bills and how costs are
calculated.

Energy concession and
rebates
Concessions and rebates apply for
customers who have a Health Card or
are on a Centrelink pension of some
type. Rebates are usually listed on the
front (or back) of a customer’s account
and in NSW it is usually described as
the Low Income Household Rebate.
This should be checked first, as we
identified that not all clients were
receiving it despite being eligible.

People should always notify their
energy provider immediately when
they go onto a pension or whenever
they switch to a new retailer. The
low income rebate is separate to any
energy retailer pay-on-time-discount
offers.

Energy retailer discounts
and budget plans
These discounts are offered by most
energy retailers, but generally only
apply if a customer can pay the
account in full on time. Many low
income people are tempted by these
offers, but are rarely able to pay
by the due date, and subsequently
miss out. It was also identified with
some energy retailers that requesting
a time payment extension often
cancels the discount savings offers.
Some retailers do offer discounts to
customers on hardship payment plan
arrangements.
How much a client can afford is best
determined by working out a budget
with the client before you contact the
retailer. People are generally upset
or stressed and often agree to an
unrealistic payment arrangement in

pressure situations, and then end up
having the payment plan cancelled.
Energy retailers will usually want a
person in financial hardship to at
least cover their fortnightly usage,
plus a percentage of the arrears,
calculated to be paid back over a
12–18 month period.
Energy arrears in some instances
were identified as being excessive
carry-over amounts, despite
evidence that people were
financially incapable of meeting
their payment obligations. It would
be better for all concerned if energy
retailers identified and referred
these customers—sooner than later.
The largest arrears amount we
encountered was for $4789.39.

Liaising with energy
retailers
Liaising with energy retailers can be
a time consuming and frustrating
experience. Fortunately, there
are some energy retailers who
have dedicated client hardship/
community liaison contact numbers,
making the advocacy process a
lot less challenging. We found in
some cases that it can take up to 60
minutes to resolve client hardship
matters. Switching retailers to
avoid disconnection is sometimes
a person’s preferred option, but
is doomed to failure. Not only do
they risk their credit rating, it often
exposes them to debt collection
agencies.
Energy Accounts Payment
Assistance, usually known as EAPA
in NSW, is sometimes regarded as
an ‘entitlement’ by some clients,
and an ‘expectation’ by some
energy retailers. Generally, they are
for a client in a financial hardship
situation with their current account.
Referrals by some energy retailers to
welfare agencies can create a false
client expectation that the maximum
amount will always be given. Low

income people, who are always
under financial stress, may require
ongoing EAPA assistance.

Disconnection and the
threat of eviction
Disconnections are a constant threat
to most financially marginalised
people as they juggle their
mandatory expenses for food and
rent each fortnight. Many were
found to be in arrears with both
their rent and utilities obligations.
Before disconnection, energy
retailers must first refer a person for
EAPA assistance (NSW) and offer
at least two payment options for
resolving energy account arrears.
Some people avoided or ignored
reminder notices until they received
the disconnection notice.

Energy appliance faults
or problems
This often involves a leaking or
faulty hot water system, and in
some cases may go undetected for

weeks or months. It causes severe
additional financial hardship to
those on low incomes, and some
advised that whilst the problem
had been reported, it had not been
fixed. Renters should always report
faults immediately to their Real
Estate Agency or Landlord, and in
some instances can apply to the
Rental Tribunal for a resolution
of added financial costs. Energy
Appliance Usage Guides are now
available from energy retailers and
government agencies and detail
the energy cost of most common
household items in terms of cost per
KwH or per day/week.
The Energy and Water Ombudsman
is commonly known as EWON in
NSW, and is the go-to-department
for resolving customers’ problems
with their energy retailer. St
Vincent de Paul Society Conference
members can advocate for people
on their behalf, but it’s best if the
person does it themselves (if able),
as they have all the facts and details
continued on page 36 
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 continued from page 35

of the problem. The EWON contact
number is often listed on a (NSW)
customer’s energy account.

Energy savings tips and
case studies
This information is now available to
people that have access to an IPAD
or tablet and can download Energy
Retailers’ Apps, detailing energy cost
savings. Some people have become so
energy conservative they are eager to
pass on their energy savings tips for
the benefit of others.
• Case 1 – Make the market work
for you. This case study involved
a single parent with two young
children, turning off all the ‘red light’
appliances before going to bed each
night; her quarterly energy bill went
from $380 to $220.
• Case 2 – If you’re on a time use tariff,
use appliances at low-peak times.
This case involved another single
parent with three teenage children
who did the washing at night (after
11pm) and saved $150 on their next
electricity bill (albeit the added noise
was a bit inconvenient).
• Case 3 – If you are going away for
a period of time, turn off the power.
For example, a person going into
hospital for a week turned off the
HW switch at the meter and saved
$40 on his next bill (others report
doing the same even if only going
away for a weekend).
• Case 4 – Education is vital—families
getting into the practice of putting
their energy bill on the fridge so that
the kids can see it, and it hopefully
educates them about energy
expenses.
• Case 5 – Compare prices. This
involves many people comparing
their bills with other energy retailers,
then asking for a better deal with
their current retailer (be aware that
switching to another retailer might
36

THE RECORD | WINTER/SPRING 2015

break the current contract).
• Case 6 – Tariffs explained. This is
best explained in a brief overview
about how the energy system works
in terms of time of day usage costs.
Peak period (most expensive) usually
applies from 8.00am to 3.00pm.
Shoulder (slightly less expensive)
applies from about 3.00pm to
11.00pm. Offpeak (less expensive)
usually applies from 11.00pm to
7.00am. Naturally, the current season
and weather conditions will influence
energy usage. These details may
vary with energy retailers, along with
individual regulated/market costs.

Conclusion – how
to address income
inadequacy
The St Vincent de Paul Society has
identified to all levels of government
over the years the plight of low
income pensioners, and how they
battle from one fortnightly pension
to the next to sustain their living.
Nothing in this energy report is new to
our conferences throughout Australia,
but we did identify some underlying
issues that are a catalyst to keeping
people cocooned within a welfare
environment (when they shouldn’t be)
and some rental factors that contribute
to additional financial hardship.
• Some Disability Support Pension
clients report being able to earn more
per fortnight by working part-time
without compromising their pensions,
compared to those looking for jobs
on the Newstart Allowance.
• Very few job seekers (on Newstart
Allowance) reported success in being
offered a full-time job opportunity
over the past two years—most job
vacancies reported were part-time or
casual.
• Child Support was frequently
mentioned as not being received by
the children’s primary carer, despite
the Child Support Agency (CSA)

having issued payment orders
against the other parent.
• Lack of affordable rental properties
for low income earners often results
in people having a bad rental
record/credit rating, forcing some
into homeless situations or onto
housing waiting lists.
• Rental property agencies should
mandatorily disclose whether a
rental property has an off-peak hot
water system or not. Approximately
33 per cent of clients are living
in old properties (usually for
sale) without an off-peak hot
water system and did not know
beforehand. When they vacate,
the situation repeats for the next
low income tenant due to a lack of
affordable rental options. ♦
Col Billett is Star of the Sea Conference
Milton/Ulladulla’s Social Justice Member.
The Conference President Betty Cotter and
Conference member Louisa Stockill assisted in
preparing report statistics.

Have your say
Your Say is a new letters to
the editor section for readers
who would like to add their
affirmations, comments or
disagreements regarding articles
published in The Record.
The Record welcomes letters to
the editor 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 media@svdp.org.au.
The deadline for the Spring Issue
of The Record is 19 August 2015.

obiturary | M I C H A E L M O R A N

Tribute to former National
President who gave selflessly
John Morahan 1925-2015
BY MICHAEL MORAN
There must be something about The
Shire. When John Morahan became
National President in 1976, he was
the second successive ‘son of the
Sutherland Shire’ to occupy that
position. Moreover, like his immediate
predecessor, Ted Bacon (President
1972-1976), John was an accountant
and taxation officer. The Society’s
finances must have been in good
hands in those days.
John, who has died just short of
his 90th birthday, grew up in inner
Sydney and was educated by the
Christian Brothers in Lewisham and
Balmain. His first encounter with
the Society, however, was in The
Shire when in 1951, he joined a new
conference in the Miranda parish. He
was associated with the conference
for the rest of his life and served as
its president several times. During his
long years of service to those in need,
he also served as president of the
Gymea conference. In later years he
lived in Yowie Bay.
John occupied many offices in the
Society over some 40 years, serving on
councils and committees and as NSW
State President (1969-1974) before
his term as National President (19761981). He was involved with many
special works, including religious
literature and the Catholic Central
Library. After Cyclone Tracy in 1974,
he coordinated the Society’s response
to the plight of Darwin’s citizens. His
service in positions of leadership in
the Society, however, always operated
on the substratum of his conference
work, visitation to those in need.
He was noted for his generosity
and unwillingness to judge those he
helped.
John did not subscribe to the
traditional, pious notion that the
purpose of the Society was to sanctify

its members. He thought this approach
was selfish and described it as ‘going
to Heaven on the poor’s back’. To him
the purpose of the Society was to bear
witness to Christ through charity.
He was embarrassed to receive
honours: the MBE, the Order of
Australia and, in 2009, a Papal
Knighthood.
John had a particular interest in the
history of the Society. He encouraged
Cliff Baxter to research the life of
Charles Gordon O’Neill, principal
founder of the Society in Australia
(1881), and he himself in retirement
organised the Society’s NSW and
national archives. He was also a
pioneer of the collection and use of
statistics by the Society.
Insofar as the Society has ‘politics’,
John was on the conservative side. He
had a deep attachment to The Rule,
which he helped rewrite. His wellthumbed and annotated copy of the

Society’s Manual (1976) is held in the
archives. But John also advocated the
Society taking what he called ‘a more
political approach to the problems
of poverty and homelessness’. He
served as national President at that
junction in the Society’s history where
social justice took its place beside
charity. ‘Our role is to pressure the
government in a gentle and charitable
way’, he said in 1981. The Society
ought be ‘the voice of the poor’ in
politics and society.
John and his beloved wife Marie
were married for 67 years and had
five sons. In his last years John cared
devotedly for Marie, whose health was
poor. Their passing, two days apart,
is mourned by the Society. John
Morahan was one of the great figures
in our history and an outstanding
Vincentian. ♦
Michael Moran is the St Vincent de Paul Society
National Council of Australia Archivist.
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poverty | M A R C E L L E M O G G

Dropping off the Edge report
highlights disadvantages
BY MARCELLE MOGG

Australians, by and
large, still hold to the
maxim that everyone
in life deserves a fair
go. The reality, however,
presents a stark contrast.
Three per cent of communities
throughout Australia experience
systemic disadvantage characterised
by significantly higher rates of
unemployment, low income, family
violence, prison admissions, mental
illness, low levels of education, and
young people who are not engaged
in education or training.
The findings from Dropping off the
Edge 2015 suggest that Australians
experiencing disadvantage do
not lack willpower, ambition
or a willingness to change their
outcomes in life, but are held back
by entrenched structural barriers
that limit their opportunities in
life and the opportunities of their
children.
Dropping off the Edge 2015,
commissioned by Catholic Social
Services Australia and Jesuit
Social Services, demonstrates
that such disadvantage is not
only significantly concentrated
among these communities, but
is entrenched and enduring,
featuring interconnected barriers
that inhibit the consistent efforts
over many years of individuals
and families to break free. Most of
these communities are in regional
Australia, and communities with
high Indigenous populations are
among the most disadvantaged. The
outer metropolitan areas of some of
our capital cities are also ‘close to
the edge’.
It would be quite wrong to regard
these communities as ‘failing’.
Rather, it is Australia that is
failing these communities. Where
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Catholic Social Services Australia CEO, Marcelle Mogg, speaking at the launch of the Dropping off the
Edge report in July 2015.

mainstream social support, health
and education services may ensure
that individuals and families in
most areas are prevented from
experiencing the worst effects of
poverty, they are clearly insufficient
to meet the needs of communities
experiencing greatest disadvantage.
Dropping off The Edge 2015,
written by Professor Tony Vinson
and Associate Professor Margot
Rawsthorne (University of Sydney),
builds on previous research
drawing on a foundation of national
and international research about
the entrenched, concentrated
and interconnected nature of
disadvantage, and should be read
in that context. The report is also
released at a time when many other
significant studies are pointing to the
slow-down in economic growth, with
widening inequality.
Previous reports in the Dropping
off the Edge series have been
undertaken in Victoria and NSW
in 1999 and 2004 and nationally in

2007. It is clear from the analysis of
those reports that many of the same
communities continue to experience
entrenched disadvantage.
The present study was
commissioned in order to identify
where disadvantage occurs, the
attributes of highly disadvantaged
communities, and whether
indicators of disadvantage are
interconnected.
While the findings of the report
make for disturbing reading, the
report provides some ideas as to
where the efforts of governments—
local, state and federal—community
leaders, business and service
providers ought to be addressed.
The issues highlighted within the
report are not beyond solution.
Indeed, within the findings of
the report are some initial ‘green
shoots’ where communities have
been able to improve outcomes on
individual indicators between the
survey periods of 2007 and 2015.
Such findings clearly warrant further

investigation and present potential
models that may be replicated in
other localities.
Equally, addressing the issues
identified in isolation will not
succeed. In order to adequately
address long-term unemployment
for example, attention must be
paid to allied factors that not only
include education and training but
access to transport and child care.
Reducing housing stress will rely
on higher levels of income support
as well as increasing the stock of
affordable housing.
Ensuring that social and affordable
housing initiatives are developed
in communities where there is an
existing mix of community and
economic resources will further
ameliorate the worst effects of
social, educational and economic
disadvantage at little additional cost.
What is also clear is that blanket
solutions imposed on communities
without consultation will fail.
The present report shows that
individual communities present
with unique needs, and further, are
likely to contain unique strengths.
As such, addressing the reality
of entrenched and persistent
disadvantage nationally will require
locally tailored responses that
draw on the specific attributes of
each community, engage local

in close partnership with many of
the communities identified. These
agencies are well placed to build
on established relationships of trust
and cooperation, furthering the
strengths of local communities to
change their future outcomes. What
is needed is sustained, cooperative
support from governments, business
and the wider Australian community
to ensure our efforts are effective.

communities in forging solutions,
and are sustained over the long
term—that is, decades, not months
or political terms.
Overcoming entrenched
disadvantage must become a
national priority. As the Council of
Australian Governments meets this
week, its policy efforts must be
measured by the degree to which it
creates fair and equitable outcomes
for all Australians.
Changing the outcomes for
communities experiencing
disadvantage requires bipartisan
support and consistent, cooperative
effort between the three tiers of
government: federal, state and
local. Business and community
leaders also play an important
role in creating the opportunities
communities need to flourish,
enabling individuals to overcome
entrenched obstacles to participating
in the workforce, in education and
community life. Sustained efforts
targeting early intervention in the
lives of children, such that they have
access to education, technology and
a safe environment, are required in
order to break the intergenerational
reality of disadvantage that the
present study identifies.
The member agencies of Catholic
Social Services Australia, and Jesuit
Social Services are already working

Australians living in communities
marked by disadvantage deserve
a fair go: they deserve the chance
to participate in work, to live
with dignity in safe and secure
housing, to see their children access
education and employment, and
to flourish in life. This is the base
level of expectation every Australian
holds for their own future and
that of their families. Australia, at
present, is not the land of the fair
go but, working together, it can
be. Responding to communities
in need will rely on the will of
every Australian in supporting
the political, social and economic
intervention required to enable
communities to change their own
outcomes in life. ♦
Marcelle Mogg is the CEO of Catholic Social
Services Australia, the joint sponsor of
Dropping off the Edge 2015 with Jesuit Social
Services. The full report is available at dote.
org.au. This article was first published in The
Canberra Times on 23 July 2015.
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social justice update

Society to elect new International
President
The following notification of the
opening of the process for election
of the XVIth General President of
the International Confederation
of the Society of St Vincent de
Paul was received from Brian
O’Reilly, General Vice-President of
the International Confederation
of the Society, who is responsible
for the electoral process. The
current President General of
the International Confederation
of the Society Dr Michael Thio,
of Singapore, was the first nonEuropean president to head the
confederation when he was elected
in 2010.
To all the Presidents of Superior/
National, Assimilated and Associated
Councils, and former General
Presidents with a special mission
Dear Vincentian Brothers and
Sisters,
Please take note that the election
of the next President General of

the International Confederation of
the Society will take place during
a General Assembly that will
be held in Roma, Italy, from the
5th June, 2016 onward. You will
find hereafter information on the
election dates and process. The
following dates are final and shall
not be modified in any way.
1. - You can present one or more
candidates for Presidency of the
Society, from your own country
or any other Vincentian country.
The candidate’s or candidates’
identity shall be communicated to
the General Vice-Presidency at the
International Headquarters of the
Society in Paris, no later than 30th
September, 2015, by mail, fax or
e-mail.
2.- Candidates shall fulfil the
following conditions:
•

provide evidence that they
have been members of the
Society for more than 15 years.

Society joins Catholic
Alliance for refugees
Asylum seekers are ordinary people
who have been forced to flee their
homes to escape violence, torture
and persecution. The UNHCR
reports that, today, nearly 60 million
people worldwide have been forcibly
displaced from their homes. A large
portion of the asylum seekers that
come to Australia from Afghanistan
are from the historically persecuted
ethnic group of Hazaras. Recently,
the resurgence of the Taliban has
led to intensified discrimination and
well-documented human rights abuses
of the Hazaras, including kidnapping,
torture and arbitrary killing. Asylum
seekers such as the Hazara people are
fleeing horrific circumstances, leaving
behind their home, and everything
they know, for survival.
The Society will continue to assist
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•

declare on their honour that
they are not employed by the
Society in any position.

•

attest that they will be under
65 years old, at the date of
election.

According to a long lasting
tradition in the Society, once
the candidates are known and
have accepted their application,
Council General will inform
the Holy See of their identity.
Each one of you will also be
notified and, through you, all the
members of the Society, no later
than February 28th 2016.
The information about the voting
procedure will be provided later
on. If you have any questions,
please get in touch with Brian
O’Reilly, Vice-President General
in charge of the electoral process:
cgi.information@ssvpglobal.org
With fraternal regards, Brian
O’Reilly, General Vice-President.♦
The theme of Refugee Week 2015 was ‘With
courage let us all combine’ is taken from the
second verse of the national anthem, the theme
celebrates the courage of refugees and of people
who speak out against persecution and injustice.

asylum seekers. The Society is a
member of the Catholic Alliance for
People Seeking Asylum (CAPSA),
which was officially launched at the
start of the World Refugee Week
(14th to 20th June). We believe that

detaining people seeking our help
is an unjustifiable breach of human
rights. Recently, the Society was
deeply disturbed by reports in early
June that mothers and their babies
are being sent from an onshore
centre to be detained in Nauru. This
is despite the recent Moss Review
finding evidence of sexual assault of
minors and guards eliciting sexual
favours from female detainees at the
Nauru Detention Centre. Refugee
advocates have reported that the
families were understandably highly
distressed by the prospect of being
sent to Nauru. The Society continues
to strongly oppose the mandatory,
indefinite detention of men, women
and children in both onshore and
offshore facilities. ♦

social justice update

Tech-savvy Catholic Youth Festival
BY REBECCA DIGIROLAMO
The rapid pick-up of new social
media applications by Catholic
youth is playing a major part in
the coordination, planning and
delivery of the next Australian
Catholic Youth Festival (ACYF), to
be held in Adelaide in December.
‘Over the last five years, social
media has become an essential
part of communicating any event,
particularly to young people,’ said
Gabrielle Sinclair, project manager
for the Australian Catholic Bishops
Conference (ACBC) Office for
Youth.
The ACYF in Adelaide will be the
first of the ACBC-sponsored events
to stream live radio. This will be in
addition to live webcasting of the
plenary sessions.
Mrs Sinclair last month said the
official hashtag #ACYF15 would be
used to encourage youth to search
for friends and post live during the
festival. An event App is also being
developed.
She said youth could follow the
conference @ACBCYouthMin
on three platforms: Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram. She
said social media would be
used to communicate special
announcements and feature
particular elements of the festival.
Xt3.com content and administration
manager Mary Elias said she
expected Twitter and Instagram
would be the most popular social
media applications picked up by
pilgrims at the ACYF 2015.
‘At the last conference [in
Melbourne in 2013], we saw the
importance of social media and
the Bishops Conference saw the
importance of it too, but now it
really is essential and integral;
it’s no longer an extra thing, an
addition,’ said Ms Elias. The three

Former Melbourne radio show host Gianna Lucas in Adelaide last month preparing for the ACYF in
December—the first Catholic youth festival to stream radio live from the event.

plenary sessions and the Mass of
the inaugural ACYF 2013 attracted a
total live webcast audience of 7268.
‘Without a doubt, social media is the
way young people interact today,’
said radio broadcaster and journalist
Gianna Lucas. ‘It really personalises
an event and connects people on a
deeper level,’ she said.
Mrs Lucas will coordinate and
co-present live internet streaming
of Adelaide’s ArchD Radio program
at ACYF 2015. She will head a team
of Catholic youth to plan interviews
and special guest appearances
before a live audience at the
Adelaide Convention Centre over
the three-day Catholic youth event
(3–6 Dec).
‘The live streaming is perfect for
those people who cannot get to the
festival,’ she said. ‘They might be

working in Adelaide or interstate
and so in this way they can be
right among those at the festival
just by tuning in on their laptop or
smartphone. It’s a great initiative.’
At age 14, Mrs Lucas was part of
all-Australian girl band Charmz
and has spent several years on the
Melbourne airwaves presenting
and producing at 89.9 LightFM,
Australia’s largest community radio
station.
Group registrations are now open
for ACYF 2105 and applications
for organisations to have a stall
in the ‘INcounter’ section of the
festival have also opened. Individual
registrations will be open soon. To
register or for more information, visit
www.youthfestival.catholic.org.au or
contact James Meston on
08 8301 6109. ♦
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book review | A N D R E W H A M I L T O N S J

Memories of Sr Bridget,
a gracious lady
BY ANDREW HAMILTON SJ

Sometimes a domestic
and artless book leaves
you more astounded at
the extraordinary events
it describes than would
a long and scholarly
study. I found this true
of Sr Maeve O’Brien’s
collection of memories
and documents about the
life of Sr Bridget Harley,
Daughter of Charity.
Born in Scotland, Delia Harley
learned resilience early. When she
was twelve her mother died. Her
miner father resolved to keep the
seven children together in Lithgow.
With her older sisters Delia cared for
the family. She won a scholarship to
secondary school in Parramatta, and
studied teaching before joining the
Daughters of Charity as Sr Bridget.
She taught poor and disadvantaged
children in Sydney and Melbourne
into her late forties.
In 1967 she was asked to go to
Ethiopia, where she met Emperor
Haile Selassie and taught in the
Sisters’ school in Addis Ababa. She
also helped found a school for poor
children in the slums. From there
she was sent to Dembidollo in the
far west of Ethiopia. The roads were
non-existent, and only two or three
planes each month connected with
the capital city of Addis Ababa. She
was asked to care for the training
of kindergarten teachers, and set
up Child Development Centres
following the Montessori Method,
which she studied. This work was
later moved to the Southern centre
of Wolaita Soddo.
This demanding and fruitful work
was carried out under dangerous
and difficult conditions. A few
years after she arrived in Ethiopia,
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Sr Maeve O’Brien D.C.,
Will ye go, lassie go: Celebrating the
life of Sr Bridget Harley D.C.
Blue Mountain Education and
Research Trust, 2014.

Haile Selassie was overthrown by
military officers who introduced a
Communist system, with local spies,
military discipline and continuing
war, both internal and external. The
country was ravaged by periodic
famine.

Sr Bridget was fortunately blessed
with a calm and happy disposition,
and greatly appreciated by her
companions. Most remarkable of all,
she handled with equanimity her
return to Australia after some forty
years in Ethiopia.

To continue her work, Sr Bridget
D.C. had to deal with the opposition
to religion and to foreign workers
displayed by the Menghitsu regime.
She did so by interesting local and
visiting authorities in the education
of their children. Working in isolated
areas at a time of widespread
killings and constant unrest which
left dead bodies in the streets,
she occasionally had to flee for
safety and to face down bands of
roaming soldiers who wanted to
enter the school. On one occasion
she had to deal with an abandoned
missile launcher full of guns and
ammunition that had broken down
in the school property. In the midst
of famine she closed the school and
established a feeding station for the
people dying of hunger.

At a time when Australian
governments are closing their eyes
to the poor, both in Australia and in
nations like Ethiopia, the remarkable
and untold stories of Sr Bridget, and
indeed of so many other Australian
Religious and secular volunteers, are
a source of both pride and shame.
They are indeed both national
treasure and compass. ♦
To purchase this book contact Allan Walsh
at allan.walsh@exemail.com.au or phone 02
4759 1034 (Our Lady of the Nativity, Lawson
NSW). Price $20 plus postage. All proceeds
help continue the work started by Sr Bridget
and continued by the Daughters of Charity in
Ethiopia.
Andrew Hamilton SJ is a consulting editor of
the Eureka Street news website.

reflection | D E N I S B U C K L E Y

Shane rebuilds his life with
help from friends
BY DENIS BUCKLEY

My name is Denis and
I have been a volunteer
in the Ferntree Gully
Conference for the last 24
years. I first visited Shane
(pictured) about five years
ago in a rooming house
in our area. I have since
visited him many times
over the last five years
and have occasionally
bumped into him socially.
About two weeks ago,
Shane excitedly told me
that finally he had been
given a unit of his own
in which to live. I shared
his joy, and asked if he
would be willing to give
me a background story of
his life struggle to get out
of rooming houses. He was
very happy to oblige.
In the late 1970s and early 80s Shane
had well and truly gone off the rails
and totally alienated himself from his
family, and from 1986 had no contact
with them. He lived in rooming
houses in St Kilda, Prahran and South
Melbourne, all on a short-term and
very unstable basis.
Over that period he saw people
bashed, stabbed, robbed and jumping
out windows. In his own words, ‘You
had to keep your mouth shut’. From
his own experience, he estimated that
up to 80 per cent of people living
in rooming houses were on drugs.
When he moved to a rooming house
in Ringwood, he experienced extreme
overcrowding, with 19 or more people
sharing eight rooms. He stayed there
for six weeks, but for the last week
slept at the local footy oval to get
away from people and get some sleep.

Shane has settled into a unit of his own after years of living in insecure accommodation.

In 2010 Shane gave up on life and
tried to commit suicide. He took about
117 tablets and drank four litres of
wine as well as quantities of beer.
When he was found, he was taken
to hospital and spent 48 hours in
intensive care and suffered kidney
damage. After six days in hospital he
was released to Wellington House
for a two-week detox program. From
there he went to Prevention and
Recovery Care (PARC) rehab centre in
East Ringwood for four weeks.
At the end of this period he gave up
drinking and significantly reduced his
gambling. He also finally made contact
with his family and said that the bond
now between him and his parents
is very strong, although he hasn’t
reconciled with his sister. However,
her children are interested in meeting
him, which gives him some promise
for the future.
He is finally very happy to move out
of his current rooming house and
break clear from his current landlord,
who right to the end was still giving
him a hard time and took him to

VCAT, and then didn’t show up and
forfeited the hearing. He is still trying
to recover his bond, but nothing can
sour the joy he is experiencing.
He is now happily settled in his new
home, which has better facilities and
is less than half the rent that he was
previously paying.
Shane was very appreciative of the
support of food and furniture he got
from the St Vincent de Paul Society
while he was there and felt we had
developed a good friendship and
he wants to stay in touch. He said
he didn’t know if he would have
survived without our help and
support. He feels that he is now able
to manage his life for the first time. I
congratulated him on the role he had
taken while at the rooming house of
acting as a leader and supporter of
other residents who were struggling
and wished him well for the future. ♦
Denis Buckley is a member of the St Vincent
de Paul Society of Victoria’s Ferntree Gully
Conference.

S T V I N C E N T D E PA U L S O C I E T Y A U S T R A L I A

43

50 CAN HELP US

$

REBUILD LIVES
Please give to the Vinnies Winter Appeal, today

#vinniesAU

PO Box 51,
Deakin West ACT 2600

When you support the St Vincent de Paul Society,
you are helping us do what we do best: rebuild lives.
Because you are not just giving money, you’re giving hope.
As we brace ourselves for another winter, $50 is food for a week,
and $80 can mean blankets for warmth. Can you help?

Donate online at vinnies.org.au/winterappeal
or call 13 18 12

