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frontlines | A N T H O N Y  T H O R N T O N

Following our Star

B Y  A n t h O n Y  t h O R n t O n

‘.... they set out; and there, 
ahead of them, went the star 
they had seen at its rising, 
until it stopped over the 
place where the child was 
When they saw that the 
star had stopped, they were 
overwhelmed with joy..’ 

Matthew 2:9-10
The star of Bethlehem is one of the best 
known and best loved symbols of the 
Christmas story. 

There is something consoling about this 
image of the star which leads us and 
guides us through the uncertainties and 
detours of life.

As members of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society, as people who, like the Magi, 

are searching for Christ, we especially 
take heart from the image of the star of 
Bethlehem.

We all need something to give us 
guidance, to give us a strong point of 
reference, a compass. I don’t mean a rigid, 
fundamentalist system. This is where the 
letter of the law becomes an end in itself 
instead of a guiding star leading us to the 
presence of Christ.

And that, when all is said and done, is 
what we are here for: to make sure that 
everything that we do is focussed on 
the poor, and therefore on Jesus; that 
everything we are is based completely on 
this journey towards Christ by making 
our lives a journey alongside the poor and 
marginalised towards a future built on 
justice and compassion.

As I write this the Commonwealth 
Government has just announced the 
establishment of the Royal Commission 
into child sexual abuse. We are saddened 

that there is a need for this. The reality, 
however, is that there is a need for this. 
Christ told us: ‘Whatever you do to the 
least of my brothers and sisters you do to 
me’. Any kind of abuse of children is a 
profoundly serious offence against Christ 
precisely because it is an offence against 
humanity.

As I write we are also seeing the terrible 
tragedy unfold in the Middle East with 
innocent children being injured and killed 
in Gaza.

There is so much to be sad about, which is 
all the more reason why we should joyfully 
place ourselves on the side of peace, 
justice, healing and love. We should seek 
with all our hearts the presence of Christ, 
the presence of the Divine in our hurt and 
broken humanity. We can do this only if 
we follow our Star. ♦

Anthony Thornton is the President of the St Vincent 
de Paul Society National Council of Australia. 
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At Bethlehem

I met Mary in the street.
‘Welcome’ she said,

‘I thought this place now safe to meet
with Herod dead’

It’s many a year since I fled this town,
never, I thought,, to return again,

my baby hidden in my gown
from the evil eyes of Herod’s men

The Innkeeper had no rooms at all;
you must believe he did his best;

he found us a place in the oxen’s stall;
a place to rest.’

‘It was clean and quiet, safe and warm.
The night was mild.

As the moon arose, my son was born;
my own sweet child.

The roof was not over tight;
through a gap above my bed,

the moon shone through its golden light
on the little one’s head.

He was so beautiful, was my little son;
my pride and joy.

I couldn’t believe what God had done;
my beautiful, beautiful little boy
‘Joseph bowing, sang his psalms.

till dawn of day, 
then gently took him from my arms 

and laid him in the hay.’
Then shepherds came, in song assured,

-in angel song,
that a king was born; glad tidings heard

from a heavenly throng.’

By Pat Cunneen
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Jesus calls

Embarrassed, I stumbled down the hallway
In my haste to get out, get away.

Odours of urine and cooked food followed me.
Jesus called out to me!

‘Please, would someone be kind to me!’
Again,

‘Would someone be kind to me!’
I turned my back, had to go, someone was waiting for me. 

His words echo in the hallway as the elevator doors snap shut. 
A bad dream I just can’t get out of my head:

I am paralysed from the waist down,
Stuck, can’t move out of this chair. 

Who are they, these strangers?
I am confused, afraid, anxious,

I can’t hear what they are saying.
They all move so fast, I can’t see them properly.

I need to go to the toilet badly, won’t anyone listen to me.
Oh, the indignity as I wet myself. 

They all rush past me, no one stops to speak to me, smile or touch me.
I am here but not here, invisible, minute by long minute,

Hour by hour, day after day.
I am an object,

Trapped, imprisoned.
Sunshine, fresh air.

How I long to feel the warm breeze on my face or the moist soft rain.
What a gift!

You have these gifts everyday and accept them without a thought.
I am not an empty vacuum, I am alive,
“Please, would someone be kind to me!”

 _________

Isn’t it amazing! People look for Jesus Christ in a church, but don’t find him.
He is nailed and suffering in a hallway of a nursing home. 

I know. I turned my back and walked away from him.

The poorest of the poor are hidden, locked away out of sight,
Ugly and forgotten. Don’t tell anyone! 

Hide them from the busy, beautiful world,
It is a big secret.

This is what happens when you get old.

By Vicki Breen

Our Bethlehems

Our God is not to be found in the  
places of power, prestige, wealth and might.

It is the way of the powerful to seek to be exalted
but our God does not seek to be exalted.

Our God is to be found on the edges, 
away from the places of power, prestige, wealth and might.

This is where our God lives amongst us.

Bethlehem is where we meet our God
and Bethlehem is everywhere

where people are left out
like Christ,

born on the fringes,
far from power, riches or glory.

May we be touched by the love that our God is
and may 

we be moved 
to always long 

for the sacredness 
of liberation 

deep in the heart of our humanity.

By Dr John Falzon
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reflection | D R  J O H N  F A L z O N

The joys and the hopes

B Y  D R  J O h n  F A L z O n

The joys and the hopes, the 
griefs and the anxieties of 
the men and women of this 
age, especially those who are 
poor or in any way afflicted, 
these are the joys and hopes, 
the griefs and anxieties of the 
followers of Christ. Indeed, 
nothing genuinely human 
fails to raise an echo in their 
hearts. 

- Gaudium et Spes

Perhaps our greatest crime is our failure 
to allow all that is genuinely human to 
raise an echo in our hearts.

This can be the only explanation as to 
why, for example, we could possibly 
harden our hearts in the face of children 
who are placed in mandatory detention 
simply because they have set out on 
desperate journeys with their parents 
across the sea to find refuge in our 
country.

Or why we can abide the discriminatory 
and demeaning treatment of the First 
Peoples of this country, who continue to 
be subjected to the crushing burden of 
colonisation and control.

We believe that all that is human 
should raise an echo in our hearts. The 
announcement therefore, of a Royal 
Commission into child sexual abuse 
can only be greeted with a sense, not of 
anxiety, but of relief.

Relief that this form of oppression, 
humiliation and dehumanisation of 
children can be brought to the surface 
so that it might be eliminated, forever 
prevented, forever rejected.

Relief, even though the journey will be 
hard and filled with sadness, that all of 
us can learn from the people who have 
suffered abuse; that as a nation we can 

create a formal space in which their voices 
can be heard, their stories honoured.

Relief that we can frankly face the shame 
that we should feel as we hear stories of 
systemic, organised abuse, especially when 
perpetrated by those in a position of trust 
and especially when perpetrated by those 
who claim a position of authority and 
respect on the basis of religion.

There is no place for protecting those who 
have perpetrated child sexual abuse. It is a 
matter of grave injustice wherever this has 
happened.

Oscar Romero once wrote that the 
Beatitudes are revolutionary because they 
turn everything upside down. The Royal 
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 
Custody, over 20 years later, is still yet to 
turn everything upside down. Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody continue, much to our 
great shame as a nation. 

Institutionalised sexual abuse is always 
a manifestation of power abuse. It is 
intrinsically hierarchal, based on a 
perpetrator’s power over a victim. It 
is based on a structure that does not 
encourage questioning or criticism or 
diversity. 

May we look forward, certainly after a 
painful period of searching our hearts as 
a nation, to a turning – upside – down 
of many of the things that stand in the 
way of ensuring that all that is genuinely 
human finds an echo in our hearts.

We should, however, be thinking this 
way about all forms of oppression and 
dispossession. From the oppression 
of poverty and inequality to the 
oppression of a punitive policy towards 
asylum seekers; from the oppression of 
homelessness to the oppression of being 
denied the right to the highest quality 
education; from the dispossession 
of the First Peoples of Australia the 
dispossession to the violence against 
colonised peoples anywhere throughout 
the world. 

May the fervour of social change, for 
gentle revolution, for healing, for a 
future built on compassion and justice, 
this deepened love for sacred humanity, 
erupts from so many points of social life, 
evaporating the differences between us.♦

Dr John Falzon is the Chief Executive of the  
St Vincent de Paul Society National Council of 
Australia. 
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news in brief 

Calculating the cost of homelessness 

In October researchers 
from the University of NSW 
released the findings of a 
government-funded study 
into chronic homelessness, 
which calculated the 
economic cost of homelessness 
and outlined the significant 
social and human costs too. 
The Lifecourse Institutional Costs of 
Homelessness for Vulnerable Groups 
study followed the lives of 11 people aged 
between 23 and 55 who had experienced 
homelessness. Of the 11 case studies it was 
found that the cost of homelessness ranged 
from between $900,000 and $5.5 million per 
person and that overall the group had cost 
state and federal governments $22 million. 

Of the $22 million, $14 million was 
associated with ‘control’ agencies such as 
police, corrective services, juvenile justice, 
and courts and $8 million was for support 
costs including housing, welfare payments, 
health and disability services. 

The Minister for Homelessness, Brendan 
O’Connor, said the study highlighted 
the cost to governments and taxpayers 
of supporting people who are homeless, 
especially when they are involved in the 
criminal justice system and have mental 
health issues.

“The lack of early intervention for most 
of the people surveyed ultimately raised 

costs to government because of the cost 
of courts and corrective services. The 
research tells us that we need to intervene 
early to provide care and support to 
children when they need it, to prevent the 
human and economic costs later in life,” 
Mr O’Connor said.

St Vincent de Paul Society National 
Council of Australia Chief Executive, 
Dr John Falzon, said the study pointed 
to three simple facts: Firstly, that 
homelessness actually costs more than 
housing; secondly, that exclusion costs 
more than education; and thirdly, that 
being locked up follows hot on the heels 
of being locked out. 

“The members of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society across Australia have 
consistently called for a re-investment 
in social housing as a social good, a bold 
investment in education as a human 
right, and an overarching approach to 
the causes of inequality, giving people the 
resources to be the best they can be rather 
than condemning them to a life on the 
margins, where they may end up lurching 
from health crises to legal crises,” Dr 
Falzon said. 

“Above all, it is time to stop blaming 
people for their exclusion, their 
homelessness, their unemployment 
or their poverty. It is time to replace 
the politics of cruelty with a politics of 
compassion; time for bi-partisan common 
sense in the face of human suffering.” ♦

National Council  
release Strategic Plan  
for 2013-2016
The St Vincent de Paul Society has 
finalised its Strategic Plan for 2013 to 
2016 entitled ‘One Society One Voice’. 
Spirituality and sustainability, service 
and speaking out are the priority 
focus areas for the Society in Australia 
over the next three years. National 
President, Anthony Thornton said: 
“This Strategic Plan challenges us 
to be clear in our desire to serve 
Christ in the Poor, to fearlessly speak 
out against the causes of poverty 
and inequality, and to build a more 
sustainable St Vincent de Paul Society 
in Australia. The ultimate plan of 
this goal is to equip us as members of 
One Society to give hope to all of the 
people we assist. Our message is that 
no matter how hard things get, we will 
always be there for them to give them 
assistance and to stand up for them 
with One Voice,” Mr Thornton said. ♦
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profile | J E F F  T R E W

Society welcomes new National Council member

Name: Jeff Trew
(Jeffrey John Trew) but I was only 
called Jeffrey when I was in trouble, 
and that was usually only by my 
mother.

Position in the Society: 
President of the Western Australian 
State Council (State President).

Day job: Retired, however I spend an 
average of six hours per day in the St 
Vincent de Paul office plus occasional 
night meetings etc. and weekend 
activities.

hometown: Born in kalgoorlie WA, 
live in Woodlands a suburb of Perth.

How did you first get 
involved with the Society?
I first joined the Society around 1959 
when as a young married couple my 
wife Joan and I built our first house 
in Myaree. Because of our friendship 
with another young couple I joined a 
neighbouring Conference in Palmyra.  
At the formation of a new Conference 
in Myaree in the early 1960s I became 
the first President. We later moved to 
Woodlands and I was a member there 
for only two or three years before work, 
study and a young family led to my 
leaving the Society. Despite then being 
away for many years, I always had a 
feeling that one day I would return. That 
day came a little over seven years ago.

What are the challenges 
members of the Society face 
in carrying out Good Works?
In many respects the challenges faced 
by our members are no different to 
when Frederic Ozanam started back in 
1833. They are however perhaps a little 
more technical and require more time 
in being dealt with e.g. utility suppliers 
(water, electricity, gas) and landlords 
or property agents when dealing with 
rent assistance homelessness etc. Some 
of these issues are more challenging 
particularly because we have an ageing 
member profile. Possibly there are 
also more mental health and family 
breakdown issues coupled with drug, 

alcohol and other addictions, many of 
which require greater time to deal with 
and the need for more social contact.

Where would you like to see 
the Society in 5 years?
As a Society we must be true to our 
Catholic faith, develop our own 
spirituality and strengthen our 
relationships with the Church. We should 
focus on what we do well in each place 
with our model of home visitation and 
emergency relief as our core. We must 
develop relationships with other agencies 
and not attempt to be all things to all 
people, but rather gather other agencies 
into coalitions of mutual support and care 
of those in need. ♦

New from reNowNed historiaN edmuNd campioN

Edmund Campion tells the stories of seventy people from Australia’a Catholic history 
– men and women, priests, religious and laypeople, sinners and saints, recent and from 
the past. Based on careful research and told in his stylish prose. A colourful and vigorous 
picture that is Australia’s Catholic Church.

AustrAliAn CAtholiC livEs  228 pp. rrp $24.95 plus $7.00 p&p (incl Gst)  

Available from your religious bookstore or direct from the publisher.

David lovell Publishing  Po Box 44 Kew East viC 3102  tel 03 9859 0000 fax 03 9859 9584

“In many 
respects the 

challenges 
faced by our 

members are 
no different to 
when Frederic 

Oznam started 
back in 1833.”

President of the Western Australian State Council, Jeff Trew. 
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book review | F R  A N D R E W  H A M I L T O N  S J

Prepare to be challenged

B Y  F R  A n D R e W  hA M I Lt O n  S J

During Stalin’s purges in 
Russia many women used to 
gather outside the Lubyanka 
prison to seek news about their 
husbands. One of them was the 
great poet, Anna Akhmatova. 
Once, as she waited in a queue 
in freezing weather, someone 
recognised her and asked, ‘Can 
you describe this?’ Akhmatova 
answered, ‘I can’.
She placed this story at the head of a cycle 
of poems about Russia under Stalin. They 
are fragments of personal truth in the face 
of the smooth, massive surface of official 
propaganda. They acknowledge how sacred 
was the call to tell the truth, and her proud 
recognition that her poetry had prepared 
her to respond to it.

Although John Falzon would be the first to 
say that he is no Akhmatova, this story is a 
key to help us understand how a book, at 
first sight scattered and even disjointed in 
its combination of personal reminiscence, 
poems, quotations, homilies and analysis, 
hangs together. It is all about finding words. 
Like the participant in one of his adult 
education course he says to his readers, ‘I 
want, one day, to be able to speak’.

Akhmatova was called to describe 
the reality of Soviet Russia, which she 
experienced in the prison square and which 
prisoners shared in prison and in Siberia. It 
was the reality that worms know who live 
under the plough, and not the reality seen 
by the ploughman when he plans his day. 
That reality is also Falzon’s concern. He sees 
the world of policy from the perspective 
of those who are affected by it and not 
from the larger perspective of those who 
devise policy, untouched by its effects and 
unknowing of their prejudices.

Throughout the book he focuses on 
underprivileged and marginalised people, 
particularly those who find themselves in 

poverty, including Indigenous Australians. 
The stories and poems that run through 
the book are about opening the reader’s 
minds and hearts to see the world from 
their perspective. They invite us to enter the 
personal lives that underlie statistics about 
wages, dependence and so on, to see what a 
new regulation or an eviction from a rented 
house may mean for an already overstretched 
family. People’s desperation, but also their 
great resilience and capacity to live when 
given the opportunity, run through the book.

When people speak to us, we cease to see 
them as problems. And as we listen to 
them we begin to wonder why on earth 
responsible people could come up with the 
counterproductive measures with which 
they afflict the poor. It costs so much to drive 
asylum seekers mad, to keep them locked up 
and to pay other nations to warehouse them. 
And it is ineffective even in stopping boats. 
But its human cost is enormous.

Falzon keeps returning to the effect of 
the Intervention on the human lives of 
Indigenous peoples. Punitive measures 
designed to encourage children to go to 
school and to ensure that money is spent on 
food are costly. They also predictably foster 
dependence and resentment in the people 

affected. They are someone else’s good idea, 
implemented without consultation and 
discussion with those affected by it.

A distinctive feature of Falzon’s response to 
dereliction in policy making is to ask why 
it is so. He traces it back to an inveterate 
habit of seeing people in need as other and 
as a problem that is both to the be feared 
and to be treated. The poor are blamed for 
their own poverty and punished for being 
deprived of the resources that would make 
them not poor. So, asylum seeker, prisoners 
and Indigenous Australians are regarded as 
responsible for their own condition and are 
punished for not changing it, and seen as a 
chaotic and dangerous element in Australia.

Instead of being regarded and consulted as 
part of Australia, they are excluded from 
it, or have Australia excised from them, 
and have solutions prescribed for their 
problematic natures. When these solutions 
predictably fail because they do not respect 
people’s humanity, a stronger dose of the 
same is prescribed.

Falzon’ solution for this problem is 
influenced by the pedagogy of the oppressed 
developed above all in Latin America. 
His rhetoric emphasises solidarity and 
liberation. The solution is to help the poor 
to find a voice, for them to organise to have 
their voice heard. They will be the agents 
of their own freedom, not the recipients of 
others’ charity or condescension.

This is a challenging book. It recalls us to 
the radical spirit that Frederic Ozanam 
revealed when he said, ‘Charity may heal 
the wounds, but it does not stop the blows’. 
The authorities to whom Falzon appeals are 
a truly catholic selection, united by their 
radical spirit.

We can return often to The language of 
the unheard for its sharp insights and 
encouragement to be passionate in our 
accompaniment and struggle for those who 
have been treated badly. It may help us to 
find words. ♦

Fr Andrew Hamilton SJ is a highly-regarded writer and 
critic. His articles are regularly featured in The Record 
and on the Eureka Street website.

The Language of the Unheard 
by John Falzon

Garratt Publishing, ISBN 9781921946346
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social justice | B Y  F R A N k  B R E N N A N

Advancing human rights in Australia — lessons from the National Human Rights Consultation

Fr Frank Brennan SJ AOP 
delivered the following speech 
when he gave the keynote 
address to the Human Rights 
Matters Conference co-hosted 
by the St Vincent de Paul 
Society in Victoria and other 
community sector groups on 
Wednesday, October 17 to 
mark Anti-Poverty Week 2012.

B Y  F R A n K  B R e n n A n

I am delighted to participate in this 
conference ‘Human Rights Matters!’ 
marking Anti-Poverty Week 2012. I have 
been asked to share with you some of the 
lessons from the National Human Rights 
Consultation which I was privileged to 
chair in 2009.

Speaking to the Anglo-Australasian 
Lawyers Society in London in July this year, 
Chief Justice Robert French introduced 
his paper with this observation about 
Australian exceptionalism on human rights 
protections:

Australia is exceptional among Western 
democracies in not having a Bill of Rights 
in its Constitution, nor a national statutory 
Charter of Rights. A recent academic 
article in the European Human Rights Law 
Review used as a subheading the well-
known Australian saying, ‘she’ll be right 
mate’, intending to convey what the authors 
described as ‘Australia’s lukewarm attitude 
towards human-rights specific legislation.’ 
There have been frequent criticisms of 
Australia’s perceived exceptionalism in this 
respect and laments about its relegation to 
a backwater, while the great broad river of 
international human rights jurisprudence 
sweeps by.

He pointed out that Australian judges had 
many human rights protections in their 
armoury including the common law, strict 
techniques of statutory interpretation, 
the principle of legality, implied rights in 
the Constitution, and a robust expanding 

reading of the exclusive province of judges 
to exercise uncontaminated judicial power 
under Chapter III of the Constitution. 
Fourteen years since the Uk enacted their 
Human Rights Act, Chief Justice French 
seems fairly sanguine that the Australian 
judiciary can arrive at the same conclusions 
as their fellow judges in human rights 
jurisdictions, without the need for the 
Commonwealth Parliament to enact a 
Human Rights Act. I don’t know that his 
successor will be so sanguine once the 
Australian judicial isolation becomes 
inter-generational. If Australian judges 
are going to continue reaching the same 
conclusions as judges in human rights 
jurisdictions by using substitute techniques, 
you would wonder why the entrenched 
objection to human rights legislation. If 
over time, Australian judges are going to 
reach significantly different, human rights 
deficient decisions, there will be a need for 
some further human rights legislation.

At the conclusion of his address, Chief 
Justice French said:

A prominent element of the arguments 
advanced against the introduction of 
constitutional and statutory charters in 
Australia is that they would shift power 
on important matters of social policy from 
elected politicians to unelected judges. There 
is no doubt that human rights and freedoms 

guaranteed in constitutions 
and statutes around the 
world are broadly expressed. 
The definition of their 
limits in particular cases by 
reference to public interest 
considerations necessarily 
requires normative 
judgments which may be 
seen to have a legislative 
character.

Though our politicians 
remain mistrustful of 
judges possessed of a 
Human Rights Act, they 
have been prepared to 
enhance human rights 
scrutiny of all new 
Commonwealth legislation. 

At the pre-legislative stages there is now 
provision under the Human Rights 
(Parliamentary Scrutiny) Act 2011 (Cth) 
for statements of compatibility and review 
by the Parliamentary Joint Committee on 
Human Rights.

Australia takes seriously its ratification of 
the key UN human rights instruments. 
Seven of those instruments require 
the Australian government to provide 
regular reports to UN committees about 
compliance and there is an increasing 
capacity for disaffected persons having 
exhausted all domestic remedies to bring 
their own complaints to the UN. In this 
case, it makes sense for our legislators to be 
apprised of these obligations before they 
legislate. Thus the dual approach — the 
provision by the executive of statements 
of compatibility and the Parliament’s 
institution of a Committee on Human 
Rights.

I was privileged to chair a committee 
of very competent individuals who had 
diverse views about how best to protect 
human rights in Australia. The other 
committee members were Mary kostakidis, 
a well known national television news 
presenter and board member of leading 
humanitarian and cultural organisations, 
Mick Palmer retired Northern Territory 

Fr Frank Brennan SJ
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Police Commissioner and Australian Federal 
Police Commissioner who had conducted 
the inquiries for the Howard government 
into unauthorized immigration detention, 
and Tammy Williams an indigenous lawyer 
whose family has been involved in litigation 
for the stolen generations and for stolen 
wages. We were also assisted by Philip Flood 
retired head of the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and retired ambassador who had 
done the review of the national intelligence 
services for the Howard government. The 
Murdoch press was fond of portraying us as 
a group of likeminded lefties. The diversity 
of our views ensured the transparency and 
integrity of our processes, especially given 
that we did not reach agreement on the 
recommendations about a Human Rights 
Act until five minutes to midnight.

We utilised the new technology as well as 
conducting community consultations and 
receiving tens of thousands of submissions. 
I ran a Facebook page. We hosted a blog and 
commissioned academics on opposite sides 
of the argument to steer the blog debate on 
a human rights act. We held three days of 
hearings in Parliament House which were 
broadcast and oft repeated on A-PAC, the 
new Australian Public Affairs Channel — a 
C-Span type television station.

During the consultation, groups like GetUp! 
and Amnesty International ran strong 
campaigns in favour of a Human Rights 
Act. However they largely abandoned 
the field once our report was tabled. The 
opponents of a Human Rights Act then 
went into action, including the Australian 
Christian Lobby and the influential leaders 
of the Anglican and Catholic Churches in 
Sydney — Archbishop Philip Jensen and 
Cardinal George Pell. The chief proponents 
of a Human Rights Act then seemed to be 
lawyers — easy targets, being identified 
as self-interested in generating further 
litigation.

In providing an overview of the Australian 
National Human Rights Consultation, I will 
provide a thumbnail sketch of our findings 
from the community consultations on the 
three questions posed by the government:

•	 Which human rights (including 
corresponding responsibilities) should be 
protected and promoted?

•	 Are these human rights currently 
sufficiently protected and promoted?

•	 How could Australia better protect and 
promote human rights?

I will address the recommendation of a 
Human Rights Act and say a word about 
some of the misperceptions in the critique 
offered to our report. We engaged a social 
research firm Colmar Brunton to run 
focus groups and then to administer a 
very detailed random telephone poll of 
1200 persons. This poll highlighted the 
issues of greatest concern to the Australian 
community:

Which human rights 
(including corresponding 
responsibilities) should be 
protected and promoted?
At community roundtables participants were 
asked what prompted them to attend. Some 
civic-minded individuals simply wanted the 
opportunity to attend a genuine exercise 
in participative democracy; they wanted 
information just as much as they wanted to 
share their views. Many participants were 
people with grievances about government 
service delivery or particular government 
policies. Some had suffered at the hands 
of a government department themselves; 
most knew someone who had been 
adversely affected—a homeless person, 
an aged relative in care, a close family 
member with mental illness, or a neighbour 
with disabilities. Others were responding 
to invitations to involve themselves in 
campaigns that had developed as a result 
of the Consultation. Against the backdrop 
of these campaigns, the Committee heard 
from many people who claimed no legal 
or political expertise in relation to the 
desirability or otherwise of any particular 
law; they simply wanted to know that 
Australia would continue to play its role as 
a valued contributor to the international 
community while pragmatically dealing 
with problems at home.

Outside the capital cities and large urban 
centres the community roundtables tended 
to focus on local concerns, and there was 
limited use of ‘human rights’ language. 
People were more comfortable talking about 
the fair go, wanting to know what constitutes 
fair service delivery for small populations 
in far-flung places. At Mintabie in outback 
South Australia, a quarter of the town’s 
population turned out, upset by the recent 
closure of their health clinic. At Santa Teresa 
in the red centre, Aboriginal residents asked 
me how I would feel if the government 
required that I place a notice banning 
pornography on the front door of my house. 
They thought that was the equivalent of the 
government erecting the ‘Prescribed Area’ 
sign at the entrance to their community. In 
Charleville, western Queensland, the local 
doctor described the financial hardship 
endured by citizens who need to travel 
600km by bus to Toowoomba for routine 
specialist care.

The Committee learnt that economic, social 
and cultural rights are important to the 
Australian community, and the way they are 
protected and promoted has a big impact on 
the lives of many. The most basic economic 
and social rights—the rights to the highest 
attainable standard of health, to housing and 
to education—matter most to Australians, 
and they matter most because they are 
the rights at greatest risk, especially for 
vulnerable groups in the community.

The community roundtables bore out the 
finding of Colmar Brunton Social Research’s 
15 focus groups that the community regards 
the following rights as unconditional and not 
to be limited:
•	 the right to basic amenities — water, food, 

clothing and shelter
•	 the right to essential health care
•	 the right of equitable access to justice
•	 the right to freedom of speech
•	 the right to freedom of religious expression
•	 the right to freedom from discrimination
•	 the right to personal safety
•	 the right to education.
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Many of the more detailed submissions 
presented to the Committee argued that all 
the rights detailed in the primary international 
instruments Australia has ratified without 
reservation should be protected and 
promoted. Most often mentioned were the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights 1966 and the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966, 
which, along with the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights 1948, constitute the 
‘International Bill of Rights’.

Some submissions also included the 
International Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 1965, 
the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women 
1979, the Convention against Torture and 
Other Cruel, Inhuman and Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment 1984, the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989, 
and the Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities 2006.

Having ratified these seven important human 
rights treaties, Australia has voluntarily 
undertaken to protect and promote the rights 
listed in them. This was a tension for us in 
answering Question 1. Many roundtable 
participants and submission makers spoke 
from their own experience highlighting 
those rights most under threat for them or 
for those in their circle. Others provided us 
with a more theoretical approach arguing 
that all Australia’s international human rights 
obligations should be complied with.

True to what we heard from the grassroots, 
we singled out three key economic and social 
rights for immediate enhanced attention by 
the Australian Human Rights Commission 
— the rights to health, education, and 
housing. We think that government 
departments should be attentive to the 
progressive realization of these rights, within 
the constraints of what is economically 
deliverable. However, in light of advice 
received from the Solicitor-General, we did 
not think the courts could have a role to play 
in the progressive realization of these rights.

We recommended that the Federal 
Government operate on the assumption that, 
unless it has entered a formal reservation in 
relation to a particular right, any right listed 
in the seven international human rights 
treaties should be protected and promoted.

Human rights compliance in 
the bureaucracy and in the 
preparation of legislation
The second tranche of proposals for 
enhancing human rights protection 
included recommendations for ensuring that 
Commonwealth public authorities could 
be more attentive to human rights when 
delivering services and for guaranteeing 
compliance of Commonwealth laws with 
Australia’s voluntarily assumed human rights 
obligations. We recommended that the 
Human Rights Commission have much the 
same role in hearing complaints of human 
rights violations by Commonwealth agencies 
as it presently has in relation to complaints 
of unlawful discrimination.

Taking the lead from Senator George Brandis 
in his submission for the Federal Opposition, 
we recommended an audit of all past 
Commonwealth laws so that government 
might consider introducing amendments 
to Parliament to ensure human rights 
compliance. We also recommended that all 
future Commonwealth bills introduced to 
Parliament by the Executive be accompanied 
by a statement of human rights compatibility 
and that there be a parliamentary committee 

which routinely reviews bills for such 
compliance. These measures are fully 
respectful of parliamentary sovereignty. We 
recommended measures more thorough 
than the weak model of the Legislation 
Review Committee in New South Wales 
where parliament is able to receive the 
parliamentary committee report on human 
rights violations long after the legislation has 
been passed. We saw no point in window 
dressing procedures which close the gate 
only once the horse has bolted.

A Human Rights Act?
The third tranche of recommendations 
relates to a Human Rights Act.

Many Australians would like to see our 
national government and parliament take 
more notice of human rights as they draft 
laws and make policies. Ultimately, it is for 
our elected politicians to decide whether they 
will voluntarily restrict their powers or impose 
criteria for law making so as to guarantee 
fairness for all Australians, including those 
with the least power and the greatest need.

Our elected leaders could adopt many of 
the recommendations in our report without 
deciding to grant judges any additional 
power to scrutinise the actions of public 
servants or to interpret laws in a manner 
consistent with human rights.

The majority of those attending community 
roundtables favoured a Human Rights Act, 
and 87.4 per cent of those who presented 
submissions to the Committee and expressed
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 a view on the question supported such an 
Act—29 153 out of 33 356. In the national 
telephone survey of 1200 people, 57 per 
cent expressed support for a Human Rights 
Act, 30 per cent were neutral, and only 14 
per cent were opposed.

Our elected politicians could decide to 
take the extra step, engaging the courts as 
a guarantee that our politicians and the 
public service will be kept accountable in 
respecting, protecting and promoting the 
human rights of all Australians.

If they do choose to take that extra step, 
we have set out the way we think this can 
best be done—faithful to what we heard, 
respectful of the sovereignty of parliament, 
and true to the Australian ideals of dignity 
and a fair go for all. Our suggestions are 
confined to the Federal Government and 
the Federal Parliament. The states and 
territories will continue to make their own 
decisions about these matters. But we hope 
they will follow any good new leads given 
by the Federal Government and the Federal 
Parliament.

Part Four of our report deals with the issue 
of a Human Rights Act. It contains five 
chapters. First, it sets out previous attempts 
to legislate for a Human Rights Act in 
Australia and analyses why those attempts 
have failed. Second, it gives an overview of 
the statutory models in New zealand, the 
Uk, Victoria and the ACT. Third, it gives 
a dispassionate statement of the case for 
a Human Rights Act. Fourth, it gives an 
equally dispassionate statement of the case 
against a Human Rights Act. Fifth, it sets 
out the range of ‘bells and whistles’ that 
could be included in any Human Rights 
Act. This part of the report can stand 
alone as a useful resource for any citizen or 
Member of Parliament undecided about 
the usefulness or desirability of a Human 
Rights Act. The intended reader is the 
person who is agnostic about this question, 
not altogether convinced of the social 
worth of lawyers, wanting bang for the buck 
with social inclusion and protection of the 
vulnerable in society. I suspect few of the 
commentariat at Murdoch have read this 
part of the report.

Part Five of the report then contains the 
recommendations we made as a committee. 
We recommended a Human Rights Act. 
Despite sensational headlines in The 
Australian, I do not see any enormous 
problems with the model we have 
proposed. It would have no application 
to the States or the Territories. It would 
add two significant reforms to those in 
the first two tranches. Parliament would 
grant to judges the power to interpret 
Commonwealth laws consistent with 
human rights provided that interpretation 
was always consistent with the purpose of 
the legislation being interpreted. This power 
would be more restrictive than the power 
granted to judges in the United kingdom. 
In the Uk, Parliament has been happy 
to give judges an even stronger power of 
interpretation because a failed litigant there 
can always seek relief in Strasbourg before 
the European Court of Human Rights. 
Understandably, the English would prefer 
to have their own judges reach ultimate 
decisions on these matters, rather than 
leaving them to European judges. We have 
no such regional arrangement in Australia. 
Suva ain’t Strasbourg!

Second, a person claiming that a 
Commonwealth agency had breached 
their human rights would be able to bring 
an action in court. For example, a citizen 
disaffected with Centrelink might claim that 
their right to privacy has been infringed by 
Centrelink. The court would be required 
to interpret the relevant Centrelink 
legislation in accordance with the Human 
Rights Act. If the court could so interpret 
the law, it might find that Centrelink was 
acting beyond power, infringing the right 
to privacy. Alternatively, the court would 
find that Centrelink was acting lawfully 
but that the interference with the right 
to privacy was not justified in a free and 
democratic society. It would then be a 
matter for the parliamentary committee on 
human rights to decide whether to review 
the law and recommend some amendment. 
Ultimately, it would be a decision for the 
responsible minister and the government as 
to whether the law should be amended. The 
sovereignty of parliament would be assured.

Consistent with international human rights 
law, we acknowledged that economic and 
social rights such as the rights to health, 
education and housing are to be progressively 
realized. Nothing in our recommendations 
would allow a citizen or non-citizen to go to 
court claiming a right to health, education or 
housing. The progressive realization of these 
rights would be a matter for the Government 
and the Human Rights Commission in 
dialogue. We recommended that some civil 
and political rights be non-derogable and 
absolute. This means that these rights cannot 
be suspended or limited, even in times of 
emergency. These rights include the right to 
life, precluding the death penalty; protection 
from slavery, torture, cruel and degrading 
treatment.

Some will argue that there is no prospect of 
these rights being infringed in Australia, so 
why bother to legislate for them? The facts 
that any infringement of these rights would be 
indefensible and that most Australians hold 
such rights as sacrosanct create a strong case, in 
the opinion of the Committee, for these rights 
being guaranteed by Commonwealth law.

If in future a Federal Parliament were to 
legislate to interfere with these rights — as it 
could in theory, considering that not even these 
rights are included in the Constitution and put 
beyond the reach of parliament — the public 
would be aware that the rights were being 
infringed. There could be no argument that 
the limitation of these rights was reasonably 
justified in a democratic society.

Most civil and political rights can be limited 
in the public interest or for the common 
good or to accommodate the conflicting 
rights of others. Nowadays the limit on such 
rights is usually determined by inquiring 
what is demonstrably justified in a free 
and democratic society. This would be 
Parliament’s call. Under the dialogue model 
we have proposed, courts could express a 
contrary view. But ultimately it would always 
be Parliament’s call. This makes it a very 
different situation from the US where under a 
constitutional model judges have the  
final say.
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Some politicians have been suggesting 
that they or their colleagues would be too 
timid to express a view contrary to the 
judges and thus the judges in effect would 
have the last word on what limits on rights 
are demonstrably justified in a free and 
democratic society. Such timidity is not my 
experience of Australian politicians. Afterall 
if the contest is about what is justified in a 
free and democratic society, who is better 
placed than an elected politician to claim that 
they know the country’s democratic pulse on 
the legitimate limit on any right?

The new Commonwealth 
human rights machinery — the 
Human Rights (Parliamentary 
Scrutiny) Act 2011
As you all know, our elected leaders decided 
to put a Human Rights Act on the long finger. 
But they did legislate to provide for statements 
of compatibility and for a parliamentary 
committee on Human Rights. The 
Commonwealth Parliament’s Human Rights 
(Parliamentary Scrutiny) Act 2011, having 
passed the Senate on the final sitting day last 
year and having received royal assent over 
the summer, came into effect early this year. 
The Australian Parliament has now appointed 
a ten member Parliamentary Committee 
on Human Rights which is required to 
examine Bills and legislative instruments 
‘for compatibility with human rights’. It is 
chaired by ex-speaker Harry Jenkins. The 
Committee may also examine existing 
Acts and inquire into any matter relating to 
human rights ‘which is referred to it by the 
Attorney-General’. ‘Human rights’ are defined 
to mean ‘the rights and freedoms recognised 
or declared’ by the seven key international 
human rights instruments on civil and 
political rights, economic, social and cultural 
rights, racial discrimination, torture and 
other cruel inhuman or degrading treatment, 
including the Conventions on women, 
children and persons with disabilities. Anyone 
introducing a Bill or legislative instrument to 
Parliament will now be required to provide 
‘a statement of compatibility’ which ‘must 

include an assessment of whether the Bill (or 
instrument) is compatible with human rights’.

So at a national level, the Executive and the 
Legislature cannot escape the dialogue about 
legislation’s compliance with UN human 
rights standards. Neither can the courts, 
because Parliament has already legislated 
in the Acts Interpretation Act that ‘in the 
interpretation of a provision of an Act, if 
any material not forming part of the Act is 
capable of assisting in the ascertainment of 
the meaning of the provision, consideration 
may be given to that material’. Parliament 
has provided that ‘the material that may 
be considered in the interpretation of a 
provision of an Act’ includes ‘any relevant 
report of a committee of the Parliament’ 
as well as ‘any relevant document that was 
laid before, or furnished to the members 
of, either House of the Parliament by a 
Minister before the time when the provision 
was enacted’22. Clearly reports of the 
Parliamentary Joint Committee on Human 
Rights and the statements of compatibility 
provided by the Executive will be relevant 
in court proceedings in determining the 
meaning of new Commonwealth statutes 
which impinge on internationally recognised 
human rights and freedoms. Victorian 
lawyers should be well positioned to 
providing the new parliamentary committee 
and the courts with assistance in utilising 
these new interpretative mechanisms.

That’s not all. The Gillard Government’s 
human rights framework notes that ‘the 
Administrative Decisions (Judicial Review) 
Act 1977 enables a person aggrieved by 
most decisions made under federal laws 
to apply to a federal court for an order to 
review on various grounds, including that the 
decision maker failed to take into account a 
relevant consideration’. Ron Merkel QC in his 
submission to the National Human Rights 
Consultation pointed out that the High Court 
has already ‘recognised the existence of a 
requirement to treat Australia’s international 
treaty obligations as relevant considerations 
and, absent statutory or executive indications 
to the contrary, administrative decision 
makers are expected to act conformably with 
Australia’s international treaty obligations’.

I believe that ultimately Australia will require 
a Human Rights Act to set workable limits 
on how far ajar the door of human rights 
protection should be opened by the judges 
in dialogue with the politicians. We will now 
have a few years of the door flapping in the 
Canberra breeze as public servants decide 
how much content to put in the statements 
of compatibility; as parliamentarians decide 
how much public access and transparency 
to accord the new committee processes; and 
as judges feel their way interpreting laws 
consistent with the parliament’s intention 
that all laws be in harmony with Australia’s 
international obligations, including the UN 
human rights instruments, unless expressly 
stated to the contrary. There is no turning 
back from the federal dialogue model of 
human rights protection.

The Executive has been a little testy 
during the initial teething period for 
these reforms. The Government took a 
dim view of the parliamentary committee 
wanting to scrutinise amendments to 
the federal intervention in the Northern 
Territory given that the amending bills were 
introduced before the new human rights 
machinery was put in place. When passing 
new laws to resurrect offshore processing 
of asylum seekers, the government used the 
artifice of introducing amendments to an 
already existing bill so as to avoid the need 
for providing a statement of compatibility 
and so as to keep the contested legislation 
away from the parliamentary committee. 
But over time, the number of dormant 
pre-human rights bills will dry up, and all 
future bills will need to run the gauntlet. For 
example, should government ever proceed 
with the so-called Malaysia solution, it will 
be interesting to see how they rationalise 
the transfer of unaccompanied minors to 
Malaysia given the requirement of Article 
3 of the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child that ‘In all actions concerning 
children, whether undertaken by public or 
private social welfare institutions, courts of 
law, administrative authorities or legislative 
bodies, the best interests of the child shall 
be a primary consideration.’
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In his first report to Parliament on 22 August 
2012, the Chair of the Committee Harry 
Jenkins MP said:

The committee considers that the preparation 
of a statement of compatibility should be the 
culmination of a process that commences 
early in the development of policy, and not as 
a ‘tick-box’ exercise at the end. In this way, a 
statement of compatibility can reasonably be 
expected to reflect in appropriate detail the 
assessment of human rights that took place 
during the development of the policy and the 
drafting of the legislation. The statement of 
compatibility should take the objective of the 
proposed legislation as its point of reference, 
identify the rights engaged, indicate the 
circumstances in which the legislation may 
promote or limit the rights engaged and set 
out the justification for any limitations, in 
an appropriate level of detail, together with 
any safeguards provided in the legislation or 
elsewhere.

In his second report on 12 September 2012, 
he said:

[T]he committee has considered nine bills 
introduced during the period 14 August to 23 
August 2012 and 146 legislative instruments 
registered with the Federal Register of 
Legislative Instruments between 23 July and 22 
August 2012.

In his third report on 19 September 2012 he 
said:

The committee notes that one bill appears to 
have been introduced without a statement of 

compatibility. The committee considers that this 
bill does not appear to raise any human rights 
concerns. However, the committee will draw the 
Minister’s attention to the requirement in the 
Human Rights (Parliamentary Scrutiny) Act 
2011 that each bill and legislative instrument 
introduced into the Parliament must be 
accompanied by a statement of compatibility. 
Statements of compatibility must be provided 
for all bills and all legislative instruments 
regardless of whether the proposed legislation is 
considered to raise human rights issues or not.

In his fourth report and fifth reports he 
reiterated:

In particular, the committee would prefer 
for statements to provide information that 
addresses the following three criteria:
1. whether and how the limitation is aimed at 

achieving a legitimate objective;
2. whether and how there is a rational 

connection between the limitation  
and the objective;

3. whether and how the limitation is 
proportionate to that objective.

ACOSS made a spirited and well researched 
submission to the committee that the 
Social Security Legislation Amendment 
(Fair Incentives to Work) Bill 2012 failed 
to comply with international human 
rights protections including article 9 of the 
International Convention on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights which recognizes 
‘the right of everyone to social security, 
including social insurance’.

ACOSS was joined by the Australian Human 
Rights Centre, the National Council of the St 
Vincent de Paul Society, the National Welfare 
Rights Network, the Welfare Rights Centre 
and the National Council of Single Mothers 
and their Children.

The Department of Education, Employment 
and Workplace Relations submitted to the 
Committee:

The Department considers that the measure 
maintains a person’s right to social security as 
per article 9 of the International Convention 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR), as that right has been interpreted 
in the General Comments on the ICESCR (see 
particularly paragraphs 9 to 27).

In Australia only 50 per cent of single parents 
are in work, well below the OECD average of 
60 per cent. Single parents make up around 70 
per cent of jobless families.

John Falzon, the CEO of St Vincent de Paul 
has put a very different interpretation on the 
new law noting:

The fundamental flaw of this legislation is 
that, though it will result in a saving of $728 
million over four years, it will do nothing to 
assist sole parents into employment. It will 
result in a decline in the availability of some 
of the supports that might have been available 
on the Parenting Payment, and a weekly cut of 
between $65 and $115.

It can only be of benefit to advocates like 
yourselves that you now have access to a new 
avenue in the legislative process for agitating 
the human rights of your constituents 
including economic and social rights. All 
of us have a role to play as the committee 
determines the limits of its competence and 
discretion to upset policy balances set by 
the Executive especially when it comes to 
the progressive realization of economic and 
social rights bearing in mind the distinctive 
Article 2 of ICESCR which provides:

Each State Party to the present Covenant 
undertakes to take steps, individually and 
through international assistance and co-
operation, especially economic and technical, 

continued on page 16 
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to the maximum of its available resources, 
with a view to achieving progressively the 
full realization of the rights recognized in 
the present Covenant by all appropriate 
means, including particularly the adoption of 
legislative measures.

In his fourth report to Parliament, Harry 
Jenkins reported just on this piece of welfare 
legislation and said:

Through this bill the government seeks to 
provide greater incentives and opportunities 
for Parenting Payment recipients, particularly 
for single parents, to re-engage in the workforce 
and to provide greater equity and consistency 
in the eligibility rules for Parenting Payments. 
The committee considers that these are 
legitimate objectives.

However the committee notes that it does not 
necessarily follow that the measures seeking 
equity are justified, as it is not apparent 
to the committee that the government has 
considered any alternative options in this 
regard.

With regard to the question of whether there 
is a rational connection between the measures 
and the objective, the committee’s examination 
of the available evidence indicates that this is 
not a matter that can be conclusively proven 
up front. The committee considers that 
on balance, the government has provided 
sufficient supporting evidence to suggest that 
the proposed measures may go some way in 
achieving the stated objectives.

However, the committee considers that the 
lack of decisive evidence highlights the need 
for appropriate monitoring mechanisms 
to accompany the proposed changes. The 
committee notes that it is not apparent that 
the government has taken steps to establish 
post-legislative mechanisms to evaluate 
whether the measures are indeed achieving 
their objectives or to monitor their impact 
on individuals and groups, particularly 
with regard to the risks of hardship and 
discrimination.

The committee notes that proportionality 
requires that even if the objective of a 

limitation is of sufficient importance and the 
measures in question are rationally connected 
to the objective, it may still not be justified, 
because of the severity of the effects of the 
measure on individuals or groups.

In his fifth report to Parliament on 10 
October 2012, Harry Jenkins noted:

To date the committee has requested further 
clarification in relation to 16 bills and seven 
instruments considered in its First, Second 
and Third reports. The committee has received 
responses to six of these requests and is therefore 
waiting for responses in relation to 12 bills 
and five instruments considered in its First, 
Second and Third Reports. This falls well 
short of the committee’s expectations and I 
urge the Ministers, Members and Senators 
concerned to take urgent action in respect of any 
outstanding responses. I would like to emphasise 
the desirability of the committee considering 
such responses prior to the conclusion of the 
Parliament’s consideration of the legislation. It 
is a source of disappointment to the committee 
that two of the bills for which it has sought 
further information have now been passed by 
the Parliament. Notwithstanding the passage 
of these bills, the committee still expects the 
relevant Ministers to provide a response to the 
committee’s request and will be writing to them 
accordingly.

Addressing the 2012 Australian Government 
and Non-Government Organisations Forum 
on Human Rights, on 14 August 2012, 
Jenkins said:

The committee does not want to see 
Statements of Compatibility outsourced to 
legal specialists, nor does it want them to be 
seen as mere procedural hurdles at the end of 
the drafting process. The committee wishes to 
see consideration of human rights genuinely 
elevated in the policy development process. The 
committee considers that the requirement for 
Statements of Compatibility has the potential to 
instill a culture of human rights in the federal 
public sector by integrating the consideration 
of human rights into the development of 
policy. Cultural change requires patience and 
constructive support. For its part the committee 
intends to approach its role in a considered and 
responsible way by seeking to foster an effective 
dialogue with the Executive and Departments.

I urge all who represent the interests of poor 
and disadvantaged Australians to familiarise 
yourselves with the workings of this 
committee. It is not a sole preserve of lawyers. 
Human rights language can be helpful in 
agitating questions of equity and social 
justice, especially when the major political 
parties are competing to bring in a budget 
surplus. This committee provides you a place 
at the table, even when seeking protection of 
economic and social rights including health, 
housing, education, and social security. ♦

Fr Frank Brennan SJ AO is a Professor of Law at the 
Australian Catholic University and Adjunct Professor 
at the ANU College of Law and National Centre for 
Indigenous Studies (NCIS). This speech was first 
published on the Eureka Street news website during 
Anti-Poverty Week 2012 held from October 14 to 20.

continued from page 15
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year in review

Events help to put poverty in the spotlight

The Society in the news 
February 2012
St Vincent de Paul Society National 
CEO, Dr John Falzon addressed the 
‘Stand for Freedom’ rally held on the 
lawns of Parliament House in Canberra 
on February 28th. The rally was held 
in opposition to the expansion of the 
Northern Territory Intervention and 
called for a moratorium on income 
management. A small but dedicated 
crowd of Indigenous Australians, 
some of whom had travelled from 
the Northern Territory to attend and 
supporters made their opposition to 
the Government’s Stronger Futures 
legislation known. The legislation was 
passed by the Senate on June 29.   

May 
In its 2012/2013 Federal Budget 
response the St Vincent de Paul Society 
was sharply critical of the negative 
impact on people who are outside 
the labour market and sole parents. 
Although, the Society welcomed 
initiatives such as the National Disability 
Insurance Scheme and other measures 
to help reduce inequality, it was scathing 
of the Government’s treatment of those 
who continue to be left out. Read  
the Society’s official response at  
blog.vinnies.org.au

June 
One thousand and forty business 
and community leaders, including 
the Federal Minister for Housing and 
Homelessness, Brendan O’Connor took 
part in the Vinnies CEO Sleepout on 
June 21. The Vinnies CEO Sleepout is 
the St Vincent de Paul Society’s biggest 
initiative to alleviate homelessness. 
Over $5million was raised nationally 
for the Society’s homelessness services 
and extensive media coverage of the 
event again helped to raise awareness of 
homelessness and related issues in the 
community.

December 
In every face of despair we see a face of 
hope. This is the message the St Vincent 
de Paul Society has sent as part of its 2012 
Christmas Appeal. Traditional media and 

online advertisements for the Appeal are 
currently airing and the Society’s marketing 
and fundraising teams remain hard at work 
to make the Appeal their best yet. ♦

October 
The St Vincent de Paul Society was 
proud to join with many Australians 
in marking Anti-Poverty Week 2012 
held from October 14 to 20. Countless 
events and activities took place across 
the country to highlight the damaging 
impact poverty has on our community. 
The awareness week was kick started 
in Sydney with the launch of the 
Poverty Report by the Australian 
Council of Social Service on Sunday, 
October 14. The report’s findings were 
disturbing, with 1 in 8 adults and 1 
in 6 children found to be living in 

poverty in Australia. The St Vincent 
de Paul Society in Victoria co-hosted 
a Human Rights Conference in 
Melbourne on Wednesday, October 
17 and the Society in NSW was 
involved in an Anti-Poverty Week 
reception held at NSW Parliament 
House on Thursday, October 18. The 
annual awareness week concluded on 
Sunday, October 20 and by week’s end 
members of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society had not only participated in 
events but highlighted the incidence 
of poverty in our community.

St Vincent de Paul Society National Council 
of Australia Chief Executive, Dr John 
Falzon addresses the Human Rights Matters 
Conference held in Melbourne during Anti-
Poverty Week 2012.

St Vincent de Paul Society Victoria Chief 
Executive, Brian Dalton with Australian Council 
of Social Service Chief Executive, Dr Cassandra 
Goldie at the Human Rights Matters Conference 
held in Melbourne on November 17, 2012.

PH
O

TO
S 

C
O

U
RT

ES
Y

 T
H

E 
ST

 V
IN

C
EN

T 
D

E 
PA

U
L 

SO
C

IE
T

Y
 V

IC
TO

RI
A

17



The rec ord |  SUMMer 2012–2013

poverty | C A S S A N D R A  G O L D I E  &  M A R E E  O ’ H A L L O R A N

Life on $35 a day

B Y  C A S S A n D R A  G O L D I e 
&  M A R e e  O ’ h A L L O R A n

It’s good that the debate over 
the Newstart unemployment 
allowance has moved on from 
whether it’s enough to live on.
Recently the Centre for Independent 
Studies acknowledged that the payment 
may be too low but argued that not every 
unemployed person needs an increase.

So the search is on for those unemployed 
people who can live on $35 a day.

Some argue that people can live on 
the payment as long as they don’t have 
to rely on it for more than a year at a 
time. This reflects the original idea of 
unemployment benefits as a short-term 
support between jobs.

Restricting any increase to long-term 
recipients would not save much money 
because about two-thirds of the money spent 
on Newstart is already going to such people.

Newstart is no longer a short-term 
payment: the average time spent receiving 
the allowance is almost three-and-a-half 
years, an increase of six months over the 
past decade.

Another problem with this idea is that 
it’s not clear those relying on Newstart 
“short term” are better off. Most people 
have very little when they start receiving 
unemployment benefits. Fewer than one 
in five recipients own their homes or have 
a mortgage, so most have to rent and can’t 
use their home to borrow cheaply.

They can’t get the Newstart allowance if 
they have more than $3000 in the bank, if 
they have modest redundancy payments, 
or they have a partner on an average wage.

When people lose their job, they typically 
have financial commitments they have to 
reduce or pay off.

So moving from a full-time wage to 
Newstart is a crushing financial blow. A 
worker shifting from a full-time average 
wage to Newstart suffers a drop in income 

of more than 70 per cent – larger than in 
any other OECD country.

Another idea to limit the cost of increasing 
Newstart is that any rise should be limited 
to those currently searching for jobs, rather 
than in training or other activities.

There is a case for more help with the costs 
of job hunting: many unemployed people 
are required to look for 10 jobs a fortnight 
and they have to apply for jobs up to 90 
minutes’ travel time away. This can’t be 
done effectively on $35 a day.

Most of those people receiving Newstart 
who aren’t searching for paid work are 
training for employment in courses 
approved by their employment service 
provider.

If they were denied an increase in payments 
it would discourage training. That’s not 
a smart thing to do when half of people 
on the payment have less than 12 years of 
schooling.

The other main reason some Newstart 
recipients aren’t searching for jobs 
right now is that they have an illness or 
disability that limits their ability to do so.

The number of people with disability 
on unemployment benefits is more 
than 100,000 and growing as a result of 
successive attempts to make it harder to 
claim the disability support pension.

It is hardly fair to deny people with 
illnesses or a disability an adequate 
basic income because they are unable 
to seek employment at present. In the 
past, governments paid them a pension 
that is now $133 a week higher than the 
Newstart allowance.

The truth is people on Newstart are 
actively seeking employment - or 
training for it – because of the rigorous 
activity requirements that apply. If 
someone misses a day of their training or 
work experience placement they lose a 
day’s payment.
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People have to demonstrate to Centrelink 
and their employment service provider 
that they are looking for jobs or they will 
lose money.

The other argument we are now hearing 
against increasing Newstart is that many 
people also receive “supplementary 
payments” so they are not as badly off as 
they appear to be. That sits oddly with all 
of the research on financial hardship - for 
example, the fact that 50 per cent of people 
on Newstart would be unable to raise $500 
in an emergency and 40 per cent could not 
afford to pay a utility bill in the previous 
12 months.

When we take a closer look at 
supplementary payments such as rent 
assistance, family tax benefits, and the 
mobility allowance we find that they are 
only paid to people who have higher living 
costs they can’t avoid such as rent, taxi 
fares for people with physical disabilities, 
and children.

The supplements themselves go nowhere 
near covering these costs. For example, 
the maximum rate of rent assistance 
for singles is $60 a week and rent for 
a one-bedroom apartment in Sydney, 
Melbourne or Darwin is usually at least 
three times that.

To compound this hardship, rent 
assistance is reduced by a third when an 
unemployed person shares with another 
unemployed person.

To argue that supplements compensate 
for the inadequacy of the basic payment 
is like arguing that a travel allowance or 
overtime payment compensates for a 
low wage.

The basic rate of payment is $35 a day 
and people can’t live on it, whether or 
not they are renting or have children.

Australia spends less on social security 
payments than almost any other wealthy 
country. Over the years, policymakers 

have pared back the payments to the bare 
minimum (or less) and used income tests, 
asset tests, and activity tests to restrict them 
to people considered by the government of 
the day to be the “most deserving”.

Targeting on the basis of need is good 
public policy but many years of targeting 
on the basis of “deservingness” has yielded 
payments no one can live on and a system 
so complex no one can understand it.

Limiting an increase in allowance 
payments to those deemed most deserving 
would make matters worse. The search for 
the person who can live decently on $35 
a day is fruitless, counterproductive and 
unbecoming of a wealthy country. ♦

Dr Cassandra Goldie is Chief Executive of the 
Australian Council for Social Service (ACOSS) and 
Maree O’Halloran is President of the National Welfare 
Rights Network. This opinion piece was first published 
in The National Times on September 5, 2012.  
For more information about the Newstart campaign 
go to www.acoss.org.au

IM
A

G
E 

BY
 IS

TO
C

k
PH

O
TO

.C
O

M

19



The rec ord |  SUMMer 2012–2013
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Protector of its people

B Y  A n D R e W  S t A R K I e

From the outside, Our 
Lady Guardian of Plants 
Chaldean Catholic Church, in 
Campbellfield, in Melbourne’s 
north, resembles a castle.
Influenced by ancient Mesopotamian 
architectural design, its large, heavy main 
entrance, tall towers and high external 
walls are topped by mock battlements. 
Completed in 2005, and funded entirely by 
parishioners’ donations, the church serves 
as the home of Melbourne’s Chaldean 
community. 

The church’s appearance is testament to 
the role religion has played in Chaldean 
history. For the Chaldeans, Iraq’s only 
remaining Christian tribe, the church has 
served as more than a place to gather and 
pray.

“The Church in Iraq was the only protector 
of the Chaldean identity and Chaldean 
language,” says Fr Maher Gurges, Assistant 
Parish Priest, over coffee in his presbytery 
office. 

On this autumn weekday morning, the 
presbytery is busy with parishioners 
meeting to discuss community matters.

“We kept our culture and literature in the 
Church. It protects our youth. They have to 
link to the past and be very connected to 
the future.”

The Chaldean history Fr Gurges proudly 
refers to stretches back approximately 3,000 
years. The Chaldeans were one of a number 
of tribes that called Mesopotamia, a Greek 
word meaning ‘land between two rivers’, 
the Tigris and Euphrates, home. Today, this 
region is Iraq and south east Turkey.

The Chaldeans lived mostly in the middle 
and southern areas of Mesopotamia, where 
Babylon was the major city. They were 
known for their study of astronomy and 
were some of the first to adopt the sixty 
minute hour and twelve month calendar. 
Nebuchadnezzar, the Chaldean king, built 

the famous Hanging Gardens of Babylon, 
one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient 
World. A military power, the Chaldean 
influence stretched as far as Egypt.

Christianity spread to Mesopotamia, then 
part of the Persian Empire, within a century 
of Christ’s resurrection, with a number of 
tribes adopting the faith.

“We believe it was St Thomas the Apostle 
who brought Christianity to Mesopotamia. 
He took a boat and came to Chaldea,” Fr 
Gurges explains.

The role of the Apostles in the Chaldean 
Church is represented in the windows of 
Our Lady Guardian of Plants.

The first mention of Chaldea in the Old 
Testament comes in Genesis 11: 28-32 when 
Terah took his son Abraham, and the rest 
of his family including Abraham’s wife Sarai 
and his grandson Lot, and set out from Ur 
in Chaldea to go to Canaan.

Chaldea belonged to the Church of the East, 
which, during the fifth century, was led by 
Nestorius, the Bishop of Constantinople. 
Nestorius’ teachings ran contrary to those of 
Rome, leading Pope Celestine to condemn 
him as a heretic and excommunicate the 
Church of the East in 431.

Before the spread of Islam in the seventh 

century, the Church of the East flourished 
with hundreds of churches and monasteries 
built throughout Mesopotamia. It reached 
as far as China and India.

By the sixteenth century, the Church of 
the East was shrinking, due partly to its 
own nepotism with Church leadership 
controlled by a number of families. This 
resulted in a delegation of Chaldean 
bishops traveling to Rome in 1552, 
declaring allegiance to the pope and the 
Roman Catholic Church and reciting 
the Nicene Creed. Chaldeans started 
converting and within three years the 
Chaldean Catholic Church was established.

Today, all Chaldeans follow Catholicism. 
However, much of what they practice, for 
example, liturgy, patron saints and religious 
festivals, is borrowed from Eastern 
tradition.

The history of the Chaldean people, with 
regard to relationships with other groups, 
has consisted of periods of peaceful 
coexistence interrupted by friction and 
persecution. During these times, Chaldeans 
turned to religion for solace. 

Relations with their Persian rulers were 
often difficult, with Christianity strongly 
discouraged. Violence against Chaldeans 
occurred. 

Assistant Parish Priest, Fr Maher Gurges.
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After the Islamic conquest of Mesopotamia 
in 634 AD, Christians and Jews were 
initially accepted by their new rulers as 
‘The People of the Book’. However, as Islam 
became the dominant faith many Christians 
abandoned their religion, due to conflict 
and a lack of education, as Fr Gurges 
explains.

“You must remember, the Christian tribes 
were illiterate. They could not read the 
Gospels. They could only hear them... their 
knowledge of the Church was shallow.”

A rise in Middle Eastern fundamentalism 
in the 1970s and 80s started the Chaldean 
diaspora to Europe and North America. A 
trickle of families landed in Australia and 
the First Gulf War in 1991 caused larger 
numbers to arrive. 

Dr kamiran Abdouka arrived in Australia 
in 1992. He completed a PhD in structural 
Engineering at the University of Melbourne 
and currently works as senior lecturer 
at Swinburne University of Technology, 
Melbourne. Married with young children, 
Dr Abdouka is a prominent figure in the 
local Chaldean community. He believes 
the majority of Chaldeans have reached 
Australia through humanitarian and refugee 
programs or spousal and family visas. He 
describes the migration of his people.

“With the living conditions (both 
economic and political) in Iraq going 
from bad to worse... more and more were 
leaving the country.”

The Second Gulf War saw life for 
Chaldeans deteriorate further.

“However the great acceleration of 
migration did not take place until the 
[Hussein] regime overthrow in 2003. 
The state of lawlessness and lack of order 
allowed the... war against the Christians, 
especially in the second largest city of 
Mosul and also in some suburbs in 
Baghdad.”

Fr Gurges and Dr Abdouka both cite one 
particular incident in which a group of 
bishops were killed. Dr Abdouka estimates 
half of the 800,000 Iraqi Chaldeans left the 
country. 

Melbourne’s Chaldean population stands 
at approximately 12,000, with Sydney’s 
closer to 16,000.

Today, the Campbellfield parish strives 
to preserve traditional culture, while 
encouraging involvement in Australian 
society.

“The church plays a very important 
role in the lives of the Chaldean group. 
It is not only a place of worship and 

spiritual practice but it is also where 
the community is centred around,” Dr 
Abdouka explains.

Chaldean culture remains conservative 
with clearly defined gender roles. Abortion 
and divorce are forbidden, marriage to 
other cultures is allowed but discouraged, 
and the family unit is important above all 
else. Wedding receptions are celebratory 
affairs, full of joyous dance and music.

Like Dr Abdouka, some Chaldeans 
brought qualifications and have pursued 
professional careers. Others work in 
trade industries, construction and retail 
business.

Education is a focus with children 
attending Catholic schools throughout 
the northern suburbs and the parish runs 
tutorials for its VCE students. 

Fr Gurges lauds the opportunities 
Australian society offers his parishioners, 
yet expresses concern over dangers 
associated with alcohol, gambling and 
drugs.

“If you knock on the door, many doors 
will open... You can do miracles here with 
this freedom, but also destroy yourself ...”

He takes seriously his role of rescuing 
those who wander from the flock.

Chaldean history has been full of struggle. 
Despite this, their outlook remains 
positive. Dr Abdouka believes Australia 
has given his people new hope and has 
rightly become their new homeland.

Large windows adorn the side walls 
of Our Lady Guardian of Plants, 
allowing warmth and light to rest on its 
congregation. During services their eyes 
are directed to a six metre high Chaldean 
Eastern Cross, which hangs above the 
altar. Made of Australian timber the cross 
is empty, symbolising Christ’s resurrection 
and the victory of life over death. It also 
symbolises the journey of the Chaldean 
people. ♦

Andrew Starkie is a Melbourne based writer and 
teacher. He has previously taught in the Catholic 
school system.

The Our Lady Guardian of Plants, Chaldean Catholic Church in Campbellfield, Victoria.
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How the Society’s national website 
contributes to its Mission and Vision
B Y  V I n C e n t  n G u Y e n  C u u

Advocacy, spirituality and 
fundraising
Since the launch of the current website back 
in May 2009 there have been over 10 million 
pages viewed. The number of visitors has 
increased over the years as the internet 
has become more accessible in Australia 
and around the world. Australian visitors 
represent over 90 per cent of all users 
followed by viewers from the US, the Uk, 
Canada, the Philippines, India and Ireland. 

Our website’s most popular feature is the 
Retail Centre locator which people use to 
locate Vinnies Retail Centres in their area. 
Other areas of interest include employment 
and volunteering opportunities, along with 
programs and services we offer. 

During the summer of 2010-2011 when 
Queensland was hit by devastating floods 
and by cyclone Yasi, the Society was able to 
leverage the website and its online donation 
facility to host an emergency Queensland 
Floods Appeal. As a result Queensland State 
Council received a huge spike in traffic 
caused by generous Australians who wanted 
to donate money to help the flood victims.

Over time and with contributors from all 
States, Territories and the National Council 
office, the Vinnies website has become a 
large online repository of information about 
social issues and spirituality. Visitors to our 
website can read present and past issues of 
The Record directly online or download an 
electronic copy that can be shared via email. 
State and Territory Council Annual Reports, 
articles and media release sections are also 
amongst favourite destinations. In 2010 
we included a feature called Daily Prayer 
where visitors can read a different spiritual 
reflection every day.

Impact of the smartphones and 
social media
The current form of the national website 
was designed in 2007/08. Back then 
smartphones and social media were in their 
early days. Apple’s first iPhone was launched 

in 2007. Its phenomenal success 
propelled the smartphone industry into 
orbit. The iPad was introduced in 2010 
and in October 2012 it was estimated 
that Apple had shipped 243 million 
iPhones and 100 million iPads. Overall, 
419 million smartphones were sold 
in 2011. This figure is expected to be 
surpassed in 2012. 

This mobile trend is reflected in our 
website usage statistics. Smartphone 
visitors have grown from virtually 
zero in 2009 to over 10% in just three 
years. For these users we have created 
a mobile optimized Retail Centres 
locator. Now users on the go can locate 
Vinnies Retail Centres directly on their 
mobile devices.

On the social media front Facebook went 
from a few million to more than 845 
million monthly active users. Micro-
blogging platform Twitter reported for 
its 6th year anniversary back in March, 
that it had 140 million users and sees 340 
million tweets a day!

It seems that people are no longer 
consuming information available on 
institutional websites but are looking to 
engage in two way communications via 
social networks such as blogs, YouTube, 
Twitter and the biggest of all, Facebook. A 
Nielson study in March 2012 found over 
10 million Australians use Facebook each 
month for an average of 7hrs 14 minutes. 
It puts Facebook consumption on par 
with TV.

Our CeoSleepout Facebook page has received 4,688 likes.
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To reach out and engage with the public 
where they are the Society has taken part 
in social media channels such as Twitter, 
Facebook, YouTube and Flickr. The 
below tables list a sample of the Society’s 
presence on social media. You might 
want to follow a Twitter account or “like” 
a Facebook page to keep informed and 
engage with the Society.

The Social Justice blog can be found at 
http://blog.vinnies.org.au

Website upgrade
With all the changes happening 
around mobile, social media and more 
importantly a new National focus of the 

Society, the National Council decided 
to carry out a website strategic review. 
Two workshops were organised in 
Canberra with members of the Website 
Leadership Group and our National 
President. 

Recommendations were presented 
at the National Council meeting in 
March where they were endorsed in 
principle. In July the website upgrade 
budget was discussed and funding has 
been recently approved for a select 
set of recommendations. We are now 
planning to kick off the implementation 
phase. It will include a new user 
interface as well as a mobile friendly 
website.

The new website will be focusing on: helping 
people to understand the Society’s missions 
and vision; assisting people in finding help; 
inspiring people to get involved, to shop and 
to donate. We will design a new navigation 
interface that reflects the Society’s Strategic Plan 
and is in line with the recommendations from 
the review. We will also implement mechanisms 
to make our content more accessible to a wider 
audience via search engines.

For further information about this article  
or the national website please contact  
vincent@svdp.org.au. ♦

Vincent Nguyen Cuu is the National Web Manager for 
the St Vincent de Paul Society and is based at the National 
Council office in Canberra.

Twitter Facebook YouTube

Tony Thornton, 
National President @TonyThornton5

Dr John Falzon, 
National CEO @JohnFalzon

Colleen O’Sullivan 
National Website Editor @VinniesAust VinniesAustralia

St Vincent de Paul Society 
ViCTOria @VinniesVictoria StVincentdePaulSocietyVictoria VinniesVictoria

St Vincent de Paul Society 
CaNbErra GOulburN @vinniesACT VinniesACT VinniesACT

St Vincent de Paul Society 
NSW @VinniesNSW VinniesNSW NSWVinnies

St Vincent de Paul Society 
QuEENSlaND @vinniesqld vinniesqld VinniesQLD

St Vincent de Paul Society  
Sa @vinniessa vinniessa

St Vincent de Paul Society  
Wa @vinnieswa VinniesWA VinniesWA

St Vincent de Paul Society 
TaSmaNia

St-Vincent-de-Paul-
Society-Tasmania

Ceo Sleepout events @CEOSleepout VinniesCEOSleepout

FACt: 

10 million Australians use 
Facebook each month for an 
average of 7hrs 14 minutes.
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Sole parent pens open letter to 
MPs on payment cuts
I am a single mother of a ten year old girl. 
This year I decided to undertake full time 
studies to better myself and make a better 
future for my daughter and be a good 
example for her of what you can do. I have 
now had the rug pulled out from under me 
and have been informed that my pension 
will now cease in January 2013.

This is a devastating blow as I now have 
the huge burden that I may not be able to 
afford to live in our very modest rental and 
finish my Interior Design Course, which I 
have to add, I have been considered a top 
student with a very big work commitment 
to succeeding in my course with very great 
prospects for work in the very near future. I 
was hoping to complete my diploma which 
would further provide me a very well paid 
secure career. 

I am now faced with the prospect of having 
to work in any job and not be able to afford 

the time to pursue a better career with 
better pay prospects! This is very distressing 
for me and a crushing blow.

I have always been very committed to my 
daughter and she is a talented and bright 
student and pianist and has gained honours 
in her studies and music. I will not be able 
to afford to continue her music or her 
sports interest in this current situation with 
the passing of this government bill.

This Bill is not a sound and fair progressive 
step to helping sole parents reach their 
potential!

I have definite fears for the safety of our 
future generations, not my daughter but 
many women will be desperate and young 
children will be left on the streets and in 
their homes without proper supervision 
due to the Gillard Governments harsh 
actions.

There will be more child abuse and even 
crime will increase as poverty will make 
many people desperate!

Please revisit this Bill and help the 
innocent people who are just trying to 
step up out of their poverty traps. Less 
money will put us in a very dire situation 
and I know I already suffer a lot of health 
issues due to financial strain and parental 
responsibilities.

We are meant to be living in a fair country 
that respects all people of all situations, 
perhaps there needs to be more focus on 
individual cases to weed out those who 
are possibly not being honest or rorting 
welfare. 

I impress on you to please move on this 
as I am so distressed and afraid we will 
end up homeless or in a position of abject 
poverty.

Thank you for your time I hope I will hear 
a positive response from you.

Yours Sincerely,

kirsten Murray 
Western Australia
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The Eucharistic rosary designed by the 
Vatican rosary makers will be sent out 
to all those who give a donation of 
$15 or more and tick this box.

SVDP Record

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

Seminarians studying in Nigeria
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Extraordinary efforts to fulfill a dying man’s wish

B Y  M I C h A e L  M O R A n 

The Good Samaritan had 
it easy. A bit of medical 
attention, a lift to the inn and 
some financial assistance. But 
sometimes helping a traveller 
in need isn’t easy. Consider 
the unexpected difficulties the 
Society encountered in the 
case of Mr Hooper.

To do so we need to go back 60 years, to 
the end of 1952. It was another world, a 
world in which overseas phone calls had 
to be booked the day before, a world in 
which urgent messages came by telegram, 
a world in which air travel was uncommon 
and expensive.

On the other hand, it was a world in which 
airliners had leg room.

Mr Hooper (not his real name) was a 44 
year old fitter and welder from the seaside 
town of Worthing in Sussex, England, 
married with children. In late 1952 he left 
his family after a disagreement and worked 
his way to Australia on a P&O liner. It 
seems that he hoped to get established 
here and bring out his family, but Mrs 
Hooper did not know this. She said later 
“We quarrelled - and he went away. I didn’t 
know he was in Australia at first - and I 
don’t know how he got there”.

Mrs Hooper, ‘a slender, auburn-haired 
Scots-woman’ according to the newspapers 
of the day, was left supporting a daughter, 
13 and a son, 15, in poor circumstances, 
earning the equivalent today of $130 a 
week.

Two days after getting off the ship in 
Sydney, Mr Hooper collapsed and was 
taken to Balmain District Hospital. He was 
found to be gravely ill. He had no money, 
no relatives in Australia, and no friends to 
help him. His condition was deteriorating. 
All he wanted was to go home to his family 
in England, to die.

The Hospital tried to help. Doctors 
sought assistance from the Immigration 
Department, the British High Commission 
and the shipping line. All turned their 
faces away. Then the good brothers of 
St Augustine’s Conference at Balmain, 
regular visitors to the hospital, learned 
of Mr Hooper’s plight and came to the 
rescue. They made representations to the 
authorities and notified Jim Maher, State 
leader of the Society in NSW. 

Jim Maher (1893-1971) proved to be Mr 
Hooper’s Good Samaritan, or perhaps 
‘lead Samaritan’. In his civilian life he was 
head of the Special Investigations Branch 
in Customs. He seems to have been one of 
those people who can combine toughness 
with holiness.

Jim Maher set out to get Mr Hooper home. 
He started ringing around, beginning with 

the airlines. The doctors 
thought that Mr Hooper 
would not live long enough 
to return to his family 
by sea. His only chance 
of surviving a trip home 
would be to fly. But none of 
the airlines would take Mr 
Hooper on a free mercy 
flight. Qantas, which flew 
via karachi, would not take 
him at all, even if paid. 

Maher persuaded British 
Commonwealth Pacific 
Airlines (BCPA) to fly Mr 
Hooper. BCPA flew the 
Pacific route, with DC-6 
aircraft fitted out with 
bunks as well as seats. 
Maher paid for the ticket, 
which cost the Society 380 
pounds ($12,300 in today’s 
money), arranged Mr 
Hooper’s visa, negotiated 
a special clearance to 
allow him entry to the 
USA without a smallpox 
vaccination, contacted the 
Society in San Francisco to 

meet Mr Hooper en route, and contacted 
the Society in London to meet him on 
arrival, arrange hospital admission and 
notify Mrs Hooper. 

All this Jim Maher did in a day or 
two. Then he got Mr Hooper into an 
ambulance and out to the plane at 
Mascot, armed with a doctor’s certificate 
saying Mr Hooper was well enough to 
travel. The BCPA DC-6 took off and 
Jim Maher went home to rest, a job well 
done.

At 9 pm that night he got a phone call 
from BCPA. The plane had arrived at 
Suva. Mr Hooper was unable to feed 
himself, could not get out of his bunk 
and was too weak to go to the toilet. A 
doctor had been summoned. Mr Hooper 
was too ill to travel on alone. Jim Maher 
would now need to arrange for a nurse to 
accompany Mr Hooper home.

Jim Maher, former State leader of the Society in NSW. 
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st vincent de paul so ciet y austr alia

He persuaded the airline to let Mr Hooper 
continue to San Francisco, where the 
Society would find a nurse to take him onto 
London. Jim Maher went to bed, perhaps 
not to rest.

At 9am the next morning he got another 
phone call from an airline superintendent. 
Jim Maher learned that BCPA had taken Mr 
Hooper off the plane at Suva and left him 
at a hospital. In Jim Maher’s own words, ‘”I 
told the superintendent that in view of the 
undertaking given me the previous night 
… the company’s action in taking him off 
the plane was inexcusably cruel and was 
done apparently because the crew were 
too lazy or too indifferent to attend to the 
normal wants of a dying man. I told the 
superintendent I did not wish to speak to 
him further and asked to be transferred to 
Captain Barlow General Manager’.

And here we see the encounter of two 
notable Australians from different worlds: 
Jim Maher and Captain Barlow.

Captain Alec Barlow, General Manager of 
BCPA, was a notable figure in Australian 
aviation, a pioneer aviator of the 1930s 
who served in the RAAF with distinction 
during the war, notably in New Guinea, 
flying Hudsons. He had a reputation as a 
tough man, volatile. One writer refers to 
his ‘propensity for caustic rhetoric’, ‘his 
explosive oaths’ and ‘his hatred for official 

flummery’ (Harry M. Moore, Silver wings 
in Pacific skies, Boolarong Publications, 
1993).

Now he was bailed up by Jim Maher of 
the St Vincent de Paul Society. Barlow 
thought his airline had been ‘misled’ 
about Mr Hooper’s condition. Jim Maher, 
in his own words, ‘suggested to Captain 
Barlow that the removal of the poor man 
from the plane and the placing of him in 
a hospital in a small and lonely place … 
was cruel in the extreme and was done 
only because the crew of the plane lacked 
elementary human feelings …’

Captain Barlow came good, perhaps 
because he had a heart of gold, perhaps 
because he just wanted to be rid of the 
man from St Vincent de Paul. The airline 
would organise a nurse to accompany Mr 
Hooper to San Francisco if the Society 
would organise a nurse to continue from 
San Francisco to London. Mr Hooper 
ended up spending three days in Suva, 
waiting for the next BCPA flight.

Four days after leaving Sydney, Mr 
Hooper arrived in San Francisco, 
seemingly near death and too ill to travel 
on. He was met by members of the 
Society who put him in an ambulance 
and took him to hospital, where he 
received the Last Rites. These and the 
Vincentians’ prayers seemed to contribute 

to a remarkable recovery - the next day he 
had regained consciousness and was able 
to talk and eat.

The local leader of the Society, Edward 
Wren, now found himself suddenly facing 
expenses which he hadn’t anticipated: the 
ambulance, hospital and, especially, the 
nurse, who would need a passport and 
return ticket to London, costing some 
$13,000 in today’s money. The Society in 
San Francisco simply did not have that 
sort of money, especially at short notice. 

An urgent telegram to Jim Maher resulted 
in the Sydney Society’s agreement to 
contribute two thirds of the cost, enabling 
Wren to then borrow the money. In the 
course of little more than a day, Wren 
made five or six trips to the airport and 
hospital, at about 50-60 km a round trip, 
arranging Mr Hooper’s final hop.

And Mr Hooper? He made it. He flew out 
of San Francisco late at night, arrived in 
London, where the Society had arranged 
for him to be met by an ambulance, and 
was taken to hospital. Incredibly, after all 
these efforts, the Society forgot at first to 
tell Mrs Hooper that her husband was 
home.

In the aftermath, Mr Hooper did much 
better than expected. He lasted 10 more 
months, in and out of hospital but always 
with his family, dying in October 1953. 
With the Society’s help he had made it 
back in more than one way.

On the very same day that Mr Hooper 
died, the same BCPA flight that had 
carried him out of Sydney crashed on 
landing at San Francisco, killing all on 
board. Among the victims was a famous 
young concert pianist, William kapell, 
who had been touring Australia. For 
classical music lovers the crash is like the 
one which killed Buddy Holly, ‘the day the 
music died’. It was in a way, the day that 
BCPA died, the struggling airline being 
taken over by Qantas soon after. ♦

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

A BCPA DC-6 airliner.
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In every face of despair, we see a face of hope.
“At my age, I never expected to care for a child 
again. But when my daughter Kerry passed away, 
her son Jake was my only connection to her.  
He’s with me now, but my pension isn’t enough 
to support us both. Some nights I skip dinner so 
there’s more for him. I just tell him I ate before  
he got home. He’s a growing boy so he needs it 
more than I do.”

“God bless Vinnies. They drop by every week to 
see how we’re doing. They even helped with Jake’s 
school fees and the bills. I don’t know what I’d do 
without Vinnies. They help me feel like there’s still 
hope for our little family of two.” – Jean^

Donate to Vinnies and help us give hope to 
thousands of Australians in their time of need. 
Call 13 18 12 or visit vinnies.org.au

  My cheque or money order is enclosed, crossed ‘Non-Negotiable’ and made 
payable to ‘St Vincent de Paul Society’.

*Not all States take Diners or Amex.  Donations of $2 or more are tax deductible.  X12REC

^This is a true story of an everyday Australian. Her name has been changed for reasons of privacy.

CANBERRA/GOULBURN CENTRAL COUNCIL 
PO Box 642, 
Mawson ACT 2607 
Ph: (02) 6282 2722

NEW SOUTH WALES 
PO Box 19, 
Petersham NSW 2049 
Ph: (02) 9568 0262

NORTHERN TERRITORY 
PO Box 1468, 
Nightcliff NT 0814 
Ph: (08) 8948 8100

QUEENSLAND 
PO Box 3351, 
South Brisbane QLD 4101 
Ph: (07) 3010 1000

SOUTH AUSTRALIA 
GPO Box 1804, 
Adelaide SA 5001 
Ph: (08) 8112 8734

TASMANIA 
191 Invermay Road, 
Invermay TAS 7248 
Ph: (03) 6333 0822

VICTORIA 
Locked Bag 4800, 
Box Hill VIC 3128 
Ph: (03) 9895 5800

WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
PO Box 473, 
Belmont WA 6984 
Ph: (08) 9475 5400 

The St Vincent de Paul Society follows the National Privacy Principles and 
keeps donors’ information private. If you do not wish your details to be used for 
future fundraising activities undertaken by the Society, please tick this box 


