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Images 
A rainbow in the misty air,

diamonds in a woman’s hair,

incense rising to the light,

the moon brightening the sky at night,

music in the room,

a candle in the gloom.

May current scepticism wane,

may hope rise again;

through the door opened wide

may light pour inside. ♦

Reg Naulty

After Pessoa 
Tears quiet tears

For the teacher who cannot learn

The poet who cannot live

The fighter who cannot love

And the sleeper who is always on the 
verge of waking up. ♦

John Falzon
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Fernando Pessoa (1888-1935) was a Portuguese 
poet. This photo by an unknown photographer 
shows the poet walking in Lisbon.

Poetry contributions 
welcome: The 
Record accepts poetry 
submissions and 
invites you to submit a 
poem on the topic of 
your choice in 2018. 
The deadline for the 
Autumn Record is 2 
February 2018 and the 
deadline for the Winter 
Record is 1 June 2018.

The Mail: The Record also welcomes 
letters to the editor but we reserve the right 
to edit them for legal reasons, space or 
clarity. Letters will be published only if full 
name and address and telephone numbers 
are provided, although the address will be 
withheld from publication if so requested.  

Post to:

The Record 
PO Box 243 
Deakin West ACT 2600 
or email colleen@svdp.org.au ♦
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Time to keep the flame of 
renewal burning

B Y  G R A H A M  W E S T

Our first national congress 
in decades is complete. 
Almost 200 Vincentians 
gathered together from 
across the country to work 
towards formulating new 
ideas and ensuring our 
charism continues in 
service. But this was only 
a step in the never-ending 
journey of renewal and 
action that our founder 
called us to.

A key aspect of the congress was that 
it demonstrated the importance of us 
working as one Society at all times. 
By doing this we can not only renew 
our faith but also renew our calling 
to serve those most in need in our 
community—our companions on the 
journey.

Sharing region to region, conference 
to conference and Vincentian to 
Vincentian is something that we must 
continue to find new ways to do. At 
the same time, we must also find new 
ways to engage those who, yearning 
to put their calling into action, have 
not yet found their path to service in 
the Society.

At the congress we began the process 
of devising strategies to pilot for 
action. These have been shared with 
all congress attendees and councils. 
Many of these strategies need more 
work, but all need to be put into 
action.

On the congress website  
(https://community.vinnies.org.au/) 
we have set up discussion procedures 
to ensure that we all will be able 
to continue working on these new 
ways. A call-out to those who are able 
to help turn these beginnings into 
substantial actions has been sent to all 
attendees and regions.

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

We must also find even more new 
ways to put our calling into practice 
for the benefit of all. As our members 
and companions call upon us to 
respond to new forms of poverty with 
new forms of action, we must create 
pathways for new ideas of service to 
be implemented at every level of the 
Society.

The Society has been at the heart, not 
only of the Church but of service in 
Australia, and our mission remains just 
as essential now as when we were 
founded.

Thank you to all those who attended 
with such faith and openness; to 
those who volunteered, especially 
conference members and volunteers 
from South Australia; to the South 
Australian State Council, St Aloysius 

and to those who worked quietly and 
diligently to bring the congress to 
fruition.

Now it is up to all of us to keep the 
flame of renewal burning in our 
conferences and in our hearts.

We will continue to update everyone 
on our progress and to set deadlines 
for action and reporting. And in four 
years’ time, we will come together 
again to share our progress and to 
continue our renewal.

In the meantime, as the Vincentian 
prayer calls us, we pray that we may 
enkindle the fire of your love. ♦

Graham West is National President of the St 
Vincent de Paul Society National Council of 
Australia.

Keynote speaker, Phil Glendenning from the Edmund Rice Centre addresses Congress 2017.

Participants in the St Vincent de Paul Society National Congress 2017.
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Annette Baker awarded 2017 
Community Leader of the Year Award

Vincentian Annette Baker was 
awarded the 2017 Community Leader 
of the Year Award in Brisbane on 
15 November at a special awards 
ceremony hosted by The Catholic 
Leader publication. 

The Sunshine Coast resident has had 
a long and rich history of involvement 
with the St Vincent de Paul Society 
Queensland after first joining the 
Nambour Conference 17 years ago. 
She is currently Vice President of the 
State Council of Queensland and a 
board member of Vinnies Housing.

On accepting the award, Annette told 
The Catholic Leader that the most 
rewarding part of volunteering for the 
Society was the chance to ‘turn tears 
into a smile and empowering people 
to be in control of their own destiny’. 

Annette’s dedication to the Society 
was evident when she told the paper: 
‘When I thought about it, I saw [the 
Award] as recognition of the work 
done by the St Vincent de Paul 
Society, which mostly goes unnoticed,’ 
Mrs Baker said.

Fellow Vincentian John McMahon, 
who has served on numerous 
committees with Annette, described 
her as unflappable and an inspiration 
to other members in Queensland and 
beyond. 

Annette is a member of the National 
Mission and Membership team and 
she recently attended the Society’s 
National Congress 2017, where 
she and 175 delegates from across 
Australia provided invaluable input 
and feedback into the Society’s role in 
the community. 

Annette previously held the position 
of Northern Diocesan Central Council 
president and during her time in 
that role she led the development of 
MacKillop Village, which was opened 
in 2014. The 42-unit facility was built 
to house people who are homeless or 
at risk of homelessness. The Village 
was named after St Mary of the Cross 

MacKillop who worked tirelessly 
throughout her life to help those living 
in poverty.

Her role as a board member of 
Vinnies Housing means Annette is 
still very much involved in affordable 
housing projects and finding suitable 

land on the Sunshine Coast that 
can be developed for this purpose. 
Annette was also instrumental in a 
project that saw her working alongside 
the Queensland Government to turn 
an unused motel into accommodation 
for people with mental health 
issues. ♦

St Vincent de Paul Society Queensland member Annette Baker was presented 
with the 2017 Community Leader of the Year Award in Brisbane recently.

Annette Baker is seen here at the National Congress 2017 with other delegates in attendance. 

society news
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Beverley Kerr named Illawarra 
Volunteer of the Year 

Women lead the way in the NT

Beverley ‘Bev’ Kerr has a long-
standing and unparalleled legacy of 
philanthropic service to the St Vincent 
de Paul Society New South Wales. By 
day, she is a leader with state-wide 
responsibilities and by night she is 
a hands-on community volunteer. 
Bev is currently Acting State Council 
President and she also serves as Vice 
President of the NSW State Council 
and President of Matthew Talbot 
Homeless Support Services. 

Bev’s efforts were recognised when 
she received both the Senior 2017 
Illawarra Region Volunteer of the 
Year Award and the overall regional 
winner’s award. The Corrimal 
resident accepted her award at the 
Annual Volunteer of the Year Awards 
presentation at Wollongong Golf 
Club held on 8 September 2017. All 
regional winners are in the running for 
the overall NSW Volunteer of the Year 
Awards, which will be announced at a 
gala event in Sydney in December. 

In a historic development for the St 
Vincent de Paul Society of Australia, 
the new Northern Territory Council 
has a majority of women. It is the first 
council of its kind within the Society 
to have this majority. The council is 
led by Fay Gurr, who was appointed 
as Territory President in September 
2016. Front row from left: Angela 
Martinez, Youth Representative; 
Jocelyn Cull, St Marys Conference 
President; Kathryn Pettersen, Mary 
Mackillop Conference President; 
Jade Garrard, Treasurer; and Fay 
Gurr, Northern Territory President. 
Back row from left: Sister Lucy Kert, 
Spiritual Advisor; Cedric Francis, 
Holy Spirit Conference President; 
John Tobin, Holy Family Conference 
President; and Damian Legg, St Paul’s 
Conference President. ♦

society news

‘Bev’s spirit of volunteerism is 
unmatched, with a commitment to 
the Society more closely resembling 
a vocation than a pastime. Bev 
works tirelessly, often seven days a 
week in order to do all she can to 
help those in need,’ the Society of 
NSW explained when making the 
nomination.

On accepting the award, Bev 
told the Illawarra Mercury: ‘The 
most rewarding aspect is helping 
people—giving them a hand up, not 
a handout.’

Bev is a mother of seven, and also 
has 20 grandchildren and nine great-
grandchildren. Before commencing 
her volunteer role with the Society 
in 2001, Bev held a long and fruitful 
career with the Department of 
Community Services where she 
focussed her energy toward the 
benefit of numerous local vulnerable 
children, individuals and families. ♦

Bev Kerr
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Prayer, hope and perseverance for 
100-year-old Vincentian

Members of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society’s Bassendean Conference in 
Perth, Western Australia were on hand 
to help their friend Bill (Wilhelmus) 
Michels celebrate his 100th birthday in 
October. The birthday celebrations were 
also attended by five generations of 
Bill’s family. 

‘It was tremendous!’ Bill exclaims. ‘Half 
the village was there for it. I never 
thought I would reach this age.’

Bassendean Conference President 
William Thomas says Bill is a kind-
hearted man and a valued member 
of the Society. For Bill, visits with his 
conference are a regular feature of his 
week, as is playing lawn bowls and 
attending mass at St Joseph’s Parish 
Church. 

The active centurion lives alone in his 
own home following the passing of his 
wife Tilly (Mechtilde) last year, who 
was aged 96 years. Bill and Tilly, who 
came to Australia from Holland in 1951, 
were married for 75 years. 

Although, he doesn’t walk far, Bill 
walks unaided, apart from using a 
buggy to get to and from the nearby 
parish. He became a member of the 
Society in August 2015.

‘I was looking in the parish bulletin one 
day and it asked for people to join the 
conference. So I asked William, “What’s 
this St Vincent de Paul business about?” 
And he explained it and I thought I 
could do that,’ says Bill.

It is not Bill’s first experience of 
volunteering—he did a two-year stint 
for Advocacy, volunteering with people 
who are disabled. 

‘I was 84 years old at the time and my 
wife said I was too old to do that, but I 
did it for two years in the end.’

Mr Thomas said Bill undertook the 
necessary training to become a member 
and is dedicated to helping others. On 
visits to people’s houses, Vincentians 
are not always invited into the home, so 
it can present a challenge. 

‘We can find ourselves standing in hot 
weather leaning on a pergola and when 

society news

you’ve got two or three of those visits 
that is when we stop for a break and 
have a cup of tea and a biscuit,’ Mr 
Thomas said.

‘The fact that Bill is doing these visits 
should encourage a lot of seniors. 
They are very valuable to the Society.’

Bill is no stranger to adversity or hard 
work. Ten years ago he wrote his life 
story, Nought to 90, detailing his early 
years in the Province of Limburg when 
the tight-knit family of nine had little 
to eat. Bill wrote:

My Dad was laid up with varicose 
veins and we had no income 
whatsoever. We used to fight for the 
crust as we knew this held more food 
value than just a slice. Mum and Dad 
went without anything to eat for our 
sakes. The parish priest Father Paulsen 
(I will never forget his name) was 
marvellous and he would come with 
something to eat, or clothes for us kids.

The instance of Fr Paulsen coming 
to see my Mother and telling her that 
I would have to make my First Holy 
Communion is etched into memory till 
this day. Mum said Wim can’t do that 
as we haven’t got the money to buy the 
proper clothes. Father did say nothing 
but four days before the event, he took 
me and a widow’s son in the same 
position into the City and clothed us 
for the event. And as we walked out 
of the shop he said, wait a minute, we 
forgot something and back we went 
and he said “A cap, we must have caps 
for the boys”. 

Members of the 
Bassendean 
Conference help their 
friend Bill Michels 
celebrate his 100th 
birthday. Standing 
from left: John, 
Derrick, Pauline, 
Bill, Jerome and John 
Calleja. Kneeling at 
front is Conference 
President William 
Thomas.

Bill Michels

Bill began work in the coalmines 
in Holland at 15 years of age and 
recalls the Germans taking over 
management of the mine during 
the war years. He and Tilly married 
during the war years in 1942. 

‘I have lived an interesting life. 
When we married it wasn’t all that 
easy. We had five children at the 
time and I was working in the coal 
mines. We decided to come to 
Australia for a better life,’ Bill says.

Bill arrived in Darwin in 1951 and 
was flown to Wittenoom in WA to 
begin work as a miner, with Tilly 
and the children joining him three 
months after. Wittenoom is now 
declared too dangerous to live in 
due to its history with asbestos and 
mesothelioma. 

The couple had eight children, two 
of whom are deceased. Later in 
life they travelled widely, enjoying 
many trips to North Queensland, 
where they lived for a time, 
and abroad, including a visit to 
Medjugorje Town in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina; and subsequently on 
a another occasion a pilgrimage to 
Lourdes in France

‘I’m thankful to God to be here 
today,’ said Bill.

The working title of Bill’s 
autobiography, Prayer, hope 
and perseverance, sums up this 
Vincentian’s approach to life 
perfectly. ♦
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Let justice roll on like a river

B Y  D R  J O H N  FA L Z O N

Nobody says or does 
anything in a historical 
vacuum. What has 
happened and what is 
happening encompasses 
and shapes how we think, 
how we feel, how we treat 
each other. Everything is 
connected to everything 
else. And everyone is 
connected to everyone else! 
And yet the ‘music of what 
happens’, described by the 
legendary Irish warrior 
Fionn mac Cumhaill 
(Finn McCool) as the best 
music in the world, is 
often the music we are 
prevented from hearing. 
We fail to hear the music 
of what happens when 
it is drowned out by the 
dissonance of division. 
And when we listen to and 
believe this dissonance 
we end up accepting the 
norms of hatred and 
dehumanisation.

The music of what happens is good 
because it is true. It is not always 
pleasing but unless we listen to it 
we cannot do something about the 
injustices it carries in its sad melodies. 
It is never only sad though—it is also 
the medium of indefatigable hope. 

As I write this, the government of 
my country is deliberately inflicting 
suffering on hundreds of men who 
remain within the now closed Manus 
Island Detention Centre. Fleeing 
persecution, prejudice, torture and 
war they sought protection from my 
country. Instead, the government of 
my country had them locked away 

on an island in Papua New Guinea. 
Why? Because the government of my 
country says that we, the people who 
live here now—including many of us 
who have come from far away—need 
to be protected from these men. 
So too with the men, women and 
children consigned to the limbo of 
indefinite exile and exclusion on 
Nauru. 

I love this country. It is old and 
beautiful and deeply spiritual. It has 
also known, and continues to know, 
deep pain, deep wounds. It has never 
recovered from the trauma of violent 
conquest and colonisation wrought 
upon our First Nations people—those 
who belong to one of the oldest 
continuing cultures on the planet and 
have loved and cared for this country 
for millennia. 

The governments of my country—
from the colonial governments 
through to the federal, state and 
territory governments of the present 
day—have built walls to lock the 
First Nations peoples out of their 
own country as well as walls to 
lock vast numbers of them up. As I 
write, a Royal Commission into the 
Protection and Detention of Children 
in the Northern Territory has just 
handed down its report, cataloguing 
a damning list of atrocities committed 
against children. We know that these 

abuses of human rights are also 
happening in other jurisdictions across 
Australia. 

There’s a clear pattern here. In and 
around our nation, and other nations 
around the world, walls are being 
constructed with astonishing speed 
and viciousness, locking people out 
and locking people up, be they from 
Mexico or Palestine, be they Tamil or 
Rohingya. 

Political theorist Wendy Brown, in 
her book Walled states, waning 
sovereignty, makes an interesting 
observation about this profusion 
of walls. She writes, ‘Rather than 
resurgent expressions of nation state 
sovereignty, the new walls are icons of 
its erosion’.

When nations feel insecure about 
themselves, they build walls. When 
people feel insecure they also tend 
to build walls. And they desperately 
throw stones at those determined by 
the dissonance of division to be the 
alleged enemy. We see examples of 
this in the hostile populism of some 
political movements in Australia, 
the US and Europe, characterised 
by racism, xenophobia, sexism and 
hatred of anyone constructed as ‘the 
other’. 

social justice | D R  J O H N  FA L Z O N

continued on page 29 
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feedback

Thanks everyone for a great 
congress. It was really worth going 
and connecting with Aussies from 
all over. Congratulations to all the 
organisers—wonderful effort and 
venue. Much appreciated by all.

– Glenda Burke, North East Victoria

Very many thanks to all who 
were involved in planning and 
implementing the congress. I believe 
we now have serious work to do and 
a good foundation was laid during 
the congress. 

– Gerald (Gerry) Kearney, 
Bathurst, NSW

I think about those people working 
behind the scenes who worked so 
hard to coordinate such a complex 
congress, bringing us all together 
to attend this historical congress. 
No stone was left unturned to 
ensure our safety and to make us 
welcome, bringing us Vincentians 
from Australia-wide to the 2017 
National Congress. I was also most 
impressed that, although we had two 
days of travel, we fully utilised the 
three days, making the congress as 
economical as possible. I was also 
appreciative that breakfast was served 
at the college, saving big money from 
having a breakfast at a hotel. Keep up 
the good work. 

– Herbert Portanier

The National Congress 
2017 was an amazing 
event and we have had 
a lot of feedback telling 
us how much you all 
enjoyed coming together 
in one place with other 
Vincentians. You all found 
positives to take away with 
you from the congress 
to share with fellow 
Vincentians who were not 
in attendance, but more 
importantly you have all 
helped pave a path for 
the future direction of the 
Society and the work that 
we do.

Inspirational, emotional, prayerful 
and joyous are only a few of the 
words used to describe your congress 
experience.

As we move forward from the 
congress we will be updating 
https://community.vinnies.org.au/ 
with photos, stories and plans for 
advancement and we hope that you 
will check back regularly to see how 
we are going. 

Please remember that you can contact 
us anytime at congress2017@svdp.org.
au to provide feedback, thoughts and 
anything that you would like us to 
know.

Together we make all the difference

Top: There were 175 participants at the  St Vincent de Paul Society of Australia’s National Congress 2017.

Thank you for a challenging but fun 
weekend walking with the Lord. 
The organisation of the congress is 
exceptional. 

– Denise Gittoes 

Thank you for your greeting and 
thanks for a wonderful weekend. 

– Bruce Whittet

Thanks so much everyone.  
Bless you all. 

– Glenda

Thanks for all your organisation, it was 
a huge success. 

– Peter Doris

Just a line to say thanks for a great 
National Congress; from the start to the 
finish it was invigorating—the guest 
speakers, the individual sessions on 
Saturday followed by the workshops. 
The daily Liturgies were very prayerful 
and the Mass at the cathedral was 
terrific. In saying that, the one thing 
that I enjoyed was catching up with 
fellow Vincentians, most of them 
strangers when we started but friends 
when we finished. As I stated on 
Sunday morning, we have planted the 
seed and now we have to grow into 
the future. Lastly, the balance between 
the ‘seniors’ and the young and their 
involvement was outstanding. 

– Arthur Donovan, President,  
Central Highlands Regional Council

continued on page 10 
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Thank you to the National Council for 
the opportunity to attend the congress. 
It was a valuable experience to hear 
of the work of Vinnies on different 
levels. I will treasure my involvement, 
the spiritual journey, observations, 
the joy of interacting with others and, 
most importantly, the vitality, passion 
and love of Vincentians towards those 
we assist. The mass was moving, with 
the message, homily, music, singing 
and the appreciation expressed by the 
Archbishop for what we do for those 
in need. Celebrating with candles in 
the closing ceremony touched my 
heart. Thank you once again and 
many blessings to all concerned with 
the congress. 

– Denise Jean Gittoes, Engadine 
Conference, Sutherland Shire Regional 

Council, Sydney Central 

I had a wonderful time at the 
congress. It was so great to meet up 
with other like-minded people who 
are all working for the same cause. 
Everyone was so friendly and willing 
to share their stories. It was quite 
inspiring. 

– Theresa

I attended the congress as a 
representative for the Altona Regional 
President who was stepping down. 
As a nominee for the position, the 
congress was a great motivator and I 
approached and won the election with 
vigour, vision and hope. I would like 
to confirm how wonderful it was to 
see so many young people involved 
in the congress. There was an air of 
freshness and their enthusiasm was 
invigorating. The young person in my 
workshop took the lead, taking the 
experience of the old and creatively 
projecting it to the solutions required 
by the facilitator from Future Friendly. 
I think there should have been a place 
for some members who have been 
involved in the Society and have the 
potential for leadership. They would 
have got a lot of inspiration from the 
congress. Perhaps one or two from 
each region would have completed 
the balance of the mix of people in 
attendance. The National Congress 
was a wonderful experience to start 
my new role as a Regional President. 

– Grace Pulis, President, Altona 
Regional Council

Top left: Members of the St Vincent de Paul Society National Council of Australia attended the National 
Congress 2017. Back row from left: Michael Liddy, Victoria State President; Cathy Beaton, South Australia 
State President; Denis Walsh, New South Wales State President; Graham West, National President; Frank 
Brassil, National Treasurer; Brian Spencer, Vice President on National Council; Dr John Falzon, National 
CEO; Warwick Fulton, President Territory Council of Canberra and Goulburn; Cathryn Moore, Vice President 
Youth & Young Adults Representative; and Queensland State President, John Forrest. Front row from left: 
Liz Callaghan, National Secretary; Pat Garcia, Vice President Housing Homelessness, Bailly; Toni Muir, 
Tasmanian State President; Bob Burns, Western Australian State President; Claire Victory, Deputy National 
President; Celina Lai, Vice President Twinning; and Fay Gurr, Northern Territory President.

Wonderful work! Looking forward to 
the future thrust with excitement and 
much hope—journeying together in 
prayer. 

– Sr Lucy Kert fdcc,  
Canossian Daughters of Charity, 

Northern Territory

What a great weekend, meeting so 
many interesting and passionate 
Vincentians. Thanks for a very 
worthwhile National Congress. 

– John Fleming,  
Albury Regional President

May I pass on my thanks and 
congratulations to your team for 
putting together such an outstanding 
event. I do hope that something 
similar can be a regular part of the 
society in future. 

– Andrew Black ♦

Top right: President of the St Vincent 
de Paul Society National Council of 
Australia, Graham West. 

continued from page 9

feedback
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feedback

Clockwise from top left: 
L-R: Cathryn Moore, St Vincent de Paul Society Vice President, Youth & 
Young Adults Representative; Anneloes De Graeff, St Vincent de Paul Society 
National Manager, Strategic Marketing and Ray Akhurst, St Vincent de Paul 
Society Canberra-Goulburn Regional President Molonglo.

L-R: Congress 2017 delegates Tony Moore, Rob Fearnley and John Blake. 

L-R: Congress 2017 delegates Caroline Savage, Anita Williams and 
Cassandra Bull.

L-R: The St Vincent de Paul Society’s chief executive officers at the National 
Congress 2017, from left: Canberra-Goulburn CEO Barnie van Wyk, National 
Council CEO Dr John Falzon, South Australian CEO David Wark, Victorian 
CEO Sue Cattermole, Queensland CEO Peter Maher and NSW CEO Jack de 
Groot.

L-R: The St Vincent de Paul Society South Australia was instrumental in 
organising the National Congress 2017, from left is Jenny Papps, Executive 
Assistant to the State President and Chief Executive Officer and Kylie Stagg, 
Marketing and Events Assistant. 
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During the congress Simon Kneebone, a freelance cartoonist and illustrator for over 25 
years, created tailored graphics to reflect the ideas and information being communicated. 

feedback

12    THE  RECORD |  SUMMER  2017 - 18



B Y  L O U I S A  S E LVA D U R A I

It was a privilege to 
be a part of the first 
National Congress in 
60 years, representing 
my local conference 
and the Victorian State 
Youth Team. I have been 
fortunate to have attended 
two of the Society’s 
National Youth Events, 
so I had some experience 
meeting with members 
from around the country 
to discuss our common 
goals, dreams and 
concerns. However, the 
congress was a different 
experience altogether. It 
was about Vincentians 
coming together to work 
towards tangible actions 
that could propel the 
Society into the next couple 
of years and beyond—an 
exciting but challenging 
aim.

When I arrived at the congress, 
I was thrilled to encounter the 
same enthusiasm, optimism and 
collaborative spirit that I have 
experienced throughout my time with 
the Society. I have reflected in the past 
that when you walk into a room of 
Vincentians, you know that everyone 
will be friendly, welcoming and eager 
to listen to your story and share theirs. 
This was certainly the case at the 
congress—members of all ages, from 
all different works of the Society, from 
every state, from  cities and regional 
areas, all talking and engaging as if we 
had known each other for years.

With this Vincentian spirit burning, 
we formed working groups and 
set about our task of formulating 

broad ideas about the future of 
the Society and transforming them 
into concrete plans of action. We 
were guided through this process 
by the talented staff from Future 
Friendly. The facilitators provided 
useful exercises and techniques for 
generating ideas and plans, while 
we as delegates collectively provided 
many years of Vincentian experience 
across different works and different 
Australian communities. Together, 
this culminated in some great plans 
for moving forwards, which we will 
hopefully see come to fruition in 
coming years.

The congress also provided the 
opportunity to share in rituals 
together, which for me has always 
been a very special part of being a 
Vincentian. We celebrated a wonderful 
Mass together at St Francis Xavier 
Cathedral and also had a daily 
ceremony of lighting candles to 
represent the past, present and future 
of the Society. We also participated in 
a formal dinner at which we discussed 
the progress of our working groups 
but also enjoyed much fun and 
laughter. Even the small moments—

eating our meals together or walking 
together from our hotel to the 
congress venue—were times of 
sharing and connection. Participating 
in these encounters was an 
important way for me to reflect on 
and rekindle my Vincentian identity.

Importantly, all of our ideas and 
experiences at the congress were 
documented to share with the 
rest of the Society whom we were 
privileged to represent. From the 
posters we created in our groups 
to video footage and the amazing 
illustrations produced by Simon 
Kneebone, all of our members have 
the opportunity to participate in the 
congress experience so that we can 
all work together to take the Society 
into the future. I have definitely 
come away from the congress 
inspired and excited to take things 
further and I am sure that the 
impact of the congress will be felt 
throughout the Society for many 
years to come! ♦

Louisa Selvadurai is a member of the Greater 
Dandenong Young Vinnies Conference and 
a Victorian Southern Central Council Youth 
Representative.

reflection | L O U I S A  S E LVA D U R A I

Congress helps to rekindle 
Vincentian identity

Young Vincentians and employees of the St Vincent de Paul Society added their voice to 
discussions at the congress.
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B Y  S U H A S I N I  S U M I T H R A

When I found out about 
the St Vincent de Paul 
Society’s National 
Congress 2017 earlier 
this year, I wasn’t sure 
exactly what to expect and 
what I could contribute, 
given I had only been 
with the Society for just 
under four years and 
had only been involved 
in youth programs in 
Canberra-Goulburn. 
However, I thought the 
congress would be a great 
opportunity to meet other 
members and broaden 
my understanding of the 
wonderful work being 
done across the country 
through the Society.

The congress certainly provided these 
opportunities, but for me it really drove 
home the message that we need to 
continue to support our members and 
volunteers to improve outcomes for 
our companions. On the one hand, this 
includes upskilling and building the 
confidence of members and volunteers 
to support and empower companions. 
It also includes acknowledging the 
important role that members and 
volunteers play within the Society 
and providing them with flexible 
opportunities to continue to participate 
so that they can balance personal 
commitments with their Vincentian 
responsibilities. This is particularly 
important as we adapt and react to the 
challenges and opportunities that the 
future holds. 

Another key congress takeaway for me 
was the importance of active listening 
and listening without judgement. 
Throughout the congress, I was reminded 
of how diverse we are within the Society, 
in our opinions and lifestyles, and that 
there is great value in listening and 
learning from one another. This applies 

in our interactions with companions as 
well. As a Society, we need to continue 
to think about how we can create safe 
and non-judgemental spaces for our 
companions so they feel reassured and 
comfortable in our presence. This will 
assist us to better understand their needs 
and how we can support them.

I am hoping to apply these lessons 
learned to influence positive outcomes 
for the Society both at local and national 
levels, particularly in my capacity as 
Youth Representative for Canberra-
Goulburn. The congress was a very 
valuable learning opportunity for 
me and has also helped me to better 
connect the dots in terms of what the 
Society’s broader purpose is and what 
I can do as a member and volunteer 
to support this purpose. I am feeling 
very enthusiastic and hopeful after 
my weekend at the congress and look 
forward to seeing what emerges from all 
the insightful and passionate discussions 
we had. ♦

Suhasini Sumithra is Youth Representative for the 
St Vincent de Paul Society Canberra-Goulburn.

national congress 2017 | S U H A S I N I  S U M I T H R A

Learning to listen without judgement

Suhasini Sumithra, pictured second from the left, with participants at the National Congress 2017.
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profile

Brian Murnane, CEO of the Society’s 
Amelie Housing group

It began with a humble 
request to fix a lawn 
mower at a monastery 
in Sydney’s outer 
southwest—back in the 
early 1970s, when the city 
of Campbelltown was a 
fraction of the size it is 
today. From there, a string 
of incidents kindled Brian 
Murnane’s commitment 
to housing disadvantaged 
people across NSW, writes 
Belinda Cranston. 

Educated by Josephite nuns with a 
social justice bent while growing up 
on the far north NSW coast,  Brian 
was called up for National Service in 
1971, when Australia’s involvement 
in the Vietnam War was drawing to a 
close. 

Because the incoming Whitlam 
Government opposed the war, 
Brian remained in Australia while 
completing his two-year long, armed 
service training. It was a friendship 
with Kevin Ryan, a chaplain who 
ran leadership courses for naval 
personnel, that saw Brian chance 
upon a monastery at Campbelltown. 
Ryan was interested in knowing if it 
could be used for weekend retreats. 
Brian decided to go along with him. 

When he was asked by the head of 
the monastery’s retreat centre, Fr John 
Power, if he could fix a lawn mower, 
Brian returned a couple of weekends 
later to take a look at it. 

From there he was asked to stay for 
lunch—and after tending to a few 
more requests, for dinner. 

When Brian learned that Brother 
Kieran, who milked the 300-acre 
property’s ten cows, was going on 
leave, Brian put his upbringing on a 
dairy farm to good use and took on 
the job in his absence.

To cut a long story short, Brian ended 
up living at the monastery for ten 
years.

At first he went out of his way to give 
the impression he was still residing at 
his army base in Moorebank. He was 
later granted permission to live offsite 
by his commanding officer’s deputy, 
who shook his head and looked at 
Brian in disbelief. 

‘He said: “I know you national service 
men will do anything to get out of the 
army, but I’ve never had one ask if he 
could go to live in a monastery”,’ Brian 
recalls.

Early involvement with the 
St Vincent de Paul Society

When Brian went on to manage 
the monastery known as the Mount 
Carmel Retreat Centre, he became 
all too aware of a shortage of crisis 
accommodation in Sydney’s outer 
southwest. 

Campbelltown was at the end of 
a suburban railway line, and those 
seeking support often ended up at the 
local St Vincent de Paul Society. The 

Society in turn referred people to 
the monastery, which had a strong 
reputation for its hospitality. That 
said, accommodating everyone who 
came was a challenge. 

‘Father Power would take people in’, 
says Brian.

‘There were about 14 priests living 
in the community there; and 
accommodation for up to 60 people.

‘I would have to find 
accommodation for people coming 
for weekend retreats, and get rooms 
cleaned. I said to John, “Are we 
running a retreat centre, or a crisis 
centre? Because we can’t do both”.’ 

Discussions with the local St Vincent 
de Paul Society and Campbelltown 
Council’s general manager were 
useful to a certain extent. In any 
case, it was the beginning of a 
long association with the Society 
for Brian. He joined the St Johns 
Conference at Campbelltown in 
1973 and by 1976, was regional 
president.

Brian Murnane, pictured left, and 
below with NSW Premier Gladys 
Berejiklian and others when further 
funding for Amelie Housing was 
announced in March.

continued on page 16 
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continued from page 15

In late 1973, when a former Christian 
Brothers monastery on a 400-acre 
property at Eaglevale was set to be 
destroyed to make way for housing, 
Brian took note.   

‘I thought, “If they are going to 
demolish that building, why can’t 
they just turn part of it into a 
refuge?”’ he recalls.

Construction giant Lend Lease, 
which owned the property, quoted 
$250,000 for the five acres on which 
the monastery stood. Brian wasn’t in 
a position to negotiate. 

‘In 1973, it was a huge amount of 
money’, he says. 

A financial downturn and change of 
government in NSW saw the new 
premier, Neville Wran, set up what 
was then known as the Urban Land 
Council, which acquired the land 
from Lend Lease in 1976. 

The NSW state government was 
sympathetic to Brian’s desire to 
use the property for housing the 
homeless, and in February 1977, 
after a series of discussions with 
numerous stakeholders, he secured 
keys to the monastery. 

‘We went from being quoted 
$250,000, which Lend Lease wanted, 
to getting it for $1 per week, and 
Campbelltown City Council paid the 
$52 per year’, he says.

But there was a problem. It was 
going to cost $1 million to make 
the building habitable. So Brian and 
other members of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society’s St Johns Conference 
initially decided to focus on just one 
wing.

Prayers were answered when local 
coal mining representatives donated 
$25,000. Using voluntary labour to 
assist with renovations, 25 rooms 
were made available, and the first 
residents moved into the building 
in August 1977. A full-time manager 
was employed a year later, when 

menswear chain owner Ruben F Scarf 
provided enough funds for someone to 
hold the position over three years.

Community housing and 
Claymore

When plans for five big housing 
estates in the Campbelltown area were 
announced by the NSW Government 
in the 1970s, Brian was appointed 
one of three community delegates 
to the Community Services Planning 
Team. In the same decade, he 
founded the Macarthur Community 
Tenancy Scheme, as a special work 
of the St Vincent de Paul Society. The 
Scheme later evolved into the Argyle 
Community Housing Association. 

A huge challenge involved turning 
things around at Claymore, a public 
housing estate 54 kilometres south-west 
of Sydney’s CBD, in the mid-1990s. 

‘Today, there are very few people who 
are prepared to put up their hand and 
say they were involved in planning 
those big public housing estates’, Brian 
concedes. 

‘They have become very difficult 
areas. Difficult for the people who live 
there. And difficult to manage.’

Claymore’s problems came to a head 
in late 1995, when five people died 
in a house fire on Proctor Way. Media 
reports suggested fire bombing. A 
coroner subsequently found children 
playing with matches started the blaze.

A somewhat desperate NSW 
Department of Housing handed 
over part of the troubled estate to 
the Argyle Community Housing 
Association in 1996, after making the 
call to leave the area.

That left Brian, who understandably 
had some reservations about getting 
involved, with 25 houses in Proctor 
Way available for lease. 

They weren’t exactly snapped up fast. 

‘There were 60 police incidents a 
month in the one street’, he says. 

‘It was like a warzone. In a street 
of 86 houses, there was only one 
street light. And there was graffiti and 
rubbish everywhere.’

Proctor Way, Claymore (circa late 1990s)
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When he wrote to 300 people at the 
top of the NSW housing waiting list, 
no one was interested. 

‘These were the neediest people on 
the waiting list. The area had such a 
bad name.’ 

So bad that those who lived in the 
street were afraid to come out of their 
homes. 

‘People would put big sheets of 
corrugated iron up around their 
fences. A lot of them had big dogs. 
Because they were afraid’, Brian 
recalls.

He tried strengthening community 
ties in the street, through sending out 
invitations to a morning tea. But only 
three people showed up. 

A breakthrough came on a ‘beautiful 
sunny afternoon’ in April 1996, when 
Brian hired a barbecue and began 
frying sausages and onions in the 
middle of the street. 

‘I knew people were watching 
because I could see blinds and 
curtains moving’, he said. 

Curious kids on bikes asked if they 
could have a sausage. Brian in turn 
asked if they could return with their 
parents. Before long, he had around 
30 people standing around the 
barbeque. It gave him an opportunity 
to ask the small crowd what they 
believed was needed to make the 
neighbourhood a better place. 

Subsequently, challenges around 
street lighting and the lack of a public 
phone box were addressed. Grafitti 
was painted over, and more than 
17 tonnes of rubbish removed. And 
poorly designed walkways once used 
as a handy escape route by people 
committing petty crime were blocked.

‘We built a community around the 
collection of rubbish’, Brian says. 
‘Because people found that by 
working together, they could make a 
dramatic change.’

Within 18 months, the crime rate went 
from 60 incidents a month, to none.

One of the first groups of people 
Brian housed at Proctor Way was a 
group of Josephite nuns.

‘I was at a Vinnies function, and 
came across one of the nuns’, Brian 
recalls. 

‘She said they were looking to 
do some community work in the 
western suburbs. I said, “Sister, 
have I got a job for you. And what’s 
more, I will even give you a house”.’ 

Twenty years later, the nuns are 
still there. Did Brian initially fear for 
their safety? 

‘I knew that the vast majority of 
people that were living in the street 
were good people’, he says.

‘But there were a few families 
involved in the drug scene. All of 
the crime revolved around four or 
five families, who were at the other 
end of the street.’

2017 Amelie Housing 
announcement

Fast forward to 2017, and Brian 
is now CEO of St Vincent de Paul 
Housing, which trades as Amelie 
Housing. Against a backdrop of 
media reports suggesting Sydney 
has the second most expensive 
housing market in the world, the 
community housing company 
recently announced a partnership 
with the NSW Government’s Social 
and Affordable Housing Fund. 

The $200 million project involves 
the building of 305 new buildings in 
Sydney and across NSW, along with 
the acquisition of 195 properties. 

‘There will be a mix of social and 
affordable dwellings, helping those 
locked out of the expensive rental 
market to access homes’, Brian said.

New buildings will be constructed 
in the Sydney suburbs of 
Merrylands, Campbelltown and 
Sutherland. Other homes will be 
built in regional NSW, including 
the cities of Albury, Katoomba, 
Newcastle, Wollongong and 
Dubbo. ♦

Brian Murnane (far left), with string in hand, about to release a tarpaulin covering a public phone box 
at Claymore, Christmas 1997. 
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B Y  R E B E C C A  L I M

‘You save me from 
drowning and punish 
me for surviving with 
prolonged detention and 
uncertainty.’

This is a quote from a person I 
assisted in preparing his application 
for protection. He sought asylum from 
Australia. He came by boat because 
there were no safer pathways for 
him to seek Australia’s protection. He 
speaks for many people who have 
sought Australia’s protection.

What is it like to be held in indefinite 
mandatory detention, especially 
when you have not committed any 
criminal offence or broken any laws 
by seeking protection? What is it like 
to be demonised by a government 
who keeps referring to you as an 
illegal maritime arrival (IMA) or by 
your boat ID if you have been forcibly 
transferred to one of two offshore 
detention camps on the Pacific Island 
of Nauru or Manus Island in Papua 
New Guinea? 

Australian’s indefinite mandatory 
detention laws for people who arrive 
by sea is punitive and began in 1992.

Some people are held longer than 
others. Post 13 August 2012, people 
were stripped of their right to work 
and granted bridging visas or were 
in community detention. The right 
to work was re-instated many, many 
months later but long delays in 
processing and staff cutbacks meant 
applications for protection were not 
processed and bridging visas were 
not renewed in a timely manner. 
This often led to people losing jobs. 
A web of uncertainty and stress was 
exacerbated by people being subject 
to a Code of Behaviour, a set of rules 
over and above laws of the land that 
require no charges to be laid.

I am a migration practitioner and 
volunteer community engagement/

educator. I am a former Immigration 
Officer with the Brisbane office of 
the Department of Immigration. I 
am a Vincentian with St Mark’s Inala 
Conference and have links with 
Vinnies’ Migration Advice Service.

My tenure in community engagement 
for the Romero Centre run by Mercy 
Community Services in Brisbane was 
meaningful yet it took a toll. It was 
a tremendous opportunity to raise 
awareness about refugee policies, 
engage with community organisations, 
schools, universities, individuals, and 
print and e-media, and to organise 
support groups and art exhibitions 
as an advocacy tool. There is a lot of 
goodwill in the community.

My tenure working in onshore 
detention centres, including Christmas 
Island, Darwin and Scherger, and 
offshore on Manus Island, was 
meaningful yet it has also taken a toll. 
The stories of sexual torture and other 
forms of persecution never go away.

In the last two years, I have begun 
to specialise in Sri Lankan refugees, 
the majority of whom are of Tamil 
ethnicity. There is merit in specialising, 
as you learn about the political, 
social and environmental context and 
human rights challenges. Sri Lankan 
refugees who have sought Australia’s 
protection have been subject to an 
enhanced screening process. My anger 
about this discrimination and the 

asylum seekers | R E B E C C A  L I M

Vincentian travels to the UN to 
advocate for asylum seekers

This photo of detainees on Manus Island was taken by Behrouz Boochani, a journalist and an Iranian 
refugee currently held on Manus Island. His work is published by The Guardian.
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close geo-political relationship shared 
between Australia and Sri Lanka was 
the motivation to specialise. I was also 
inspired by the strong social justice 
focus and compassion of my friend, 
Brisbane-based Fr Pan Jordan, a 
Dominican Sri Lankan Tamil priest.

I decided to visit Sri Lanka in March 
2015 after the presidential elections 
and my report is published in 
Groundviews.1

So what is it like to flee your country, 
your motherland? It is a difficult 
decision to leave family members 
including your parents, wife and 
children if you are married, siblings, 
friends, culture, profession or job, 
sense of community and all that is 
familiar to you. It is a difficult decision 
to risk taking that dangerous sea 
journey, either alone or with your wife 
and children, knowing that you [all] 
could drown. However, you make 
that rational choice because most 
often, your life is in danger and you 
seek safety because you are unable to 
register with the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
or perhaps because you have waited 
patiently for many years in a transit 
country to be resettled.

What is it like on Manus? It has been 
more than four years for many men 
who were forcibly transferred to 
Manus from Christmas Island from 
July 2013. Poor camp conditions and 
violence have been widely reported. It 
is particularly concerning that there is 
no access to Australian-funded judicial 
review on Manus Island for the men 
who have not received a positive 
outcome on their protection claims. 
Some men have been deported while 
many others have ‘voluntarily’ agreed 
to return to their home country, 
with a financial incentive to avoid 
deportation.

While I am encouraged that just 
over 50 men, women and children 
from Nauru and Manus have made 
their way to the US, I am concerned 

about the other refugees. Thomas 
Albrecht, the Canberra-based regional 
representative of the UNHCR, said he 
was confident the US will take many 
more refugees. We wait in hope. 
My view is that no-one is to be left 
behind. 

The process for the US is slow and 
the men have become increasingly 
anxious and unwell. It is both 
worrying and scandalous that there 
have been two deaths in the last 
three months and that there are 
men in the transit centre who need 
urgent psychiatric treatment, care and 
around-the-clock monitoring but are 
not getting that level of care.

With the closure of the camp on 31 
October 2017, the men had well-
founded fears of being abandoned 
by Australia and not having access to 
proper medical care and protection 
while they live in the community, 
waiting to be resettled. The Manus 
community has been welcoming and 
increasingly concerned about the 
welfare of the refugees. The Manus 
community are as much the victims 
as the refugees. Australia has stated it 
is no longer responsible for the care, 
welfare and resettlement of refugees 
post 31 October 2017.

The UNHCR has previously stated 
that PNG is not a durable resettlement 
option and reminds us of the 
escalating crisis on Manus Island.2

Australia has abandoned the refugees 
and PNG.

From 12 to 29 September this year, I 
attended the 36th session of the UN 
Human Rights Council in Geneva with 
representatives of the Sri Lankan Tamil 
community with whom I work in 
Australia and the global diaspora. My 
focus was to raise awareness of how 
hostile Australia’s policies are towards 
Sri Lankan refugees, while other 
participants were more qualified to 
speak about the current human rights 
challenges in post-conflict Sri Lanka 
and transitional justice mechanisms.

We all worked very hard every 
single day to polish the statements 
we delivered in the general debate 
sessions where countries around the 
world listened quietly. We proactively 
participated in side events to learn 
about the human rights challenges in 
various countries around the world 
who struggle with their demons. 
We facilitated our own side events, 
sharing case studies of the daily 
struggles on the ground for Tamils in 
Sri Lanka, Tamil refugees stranded on 
Manus Island and in Nauru, and in the 
transit countries of Thailand, Malaysia 
and Indonesia.

I met brave human rights activists 
and survivors of rape, war, torture, 
physical assaults and abductions, to 
name a few horrific experiences. I 
learned about what is happening in 
Yemen, Pakistan and Kashmir, and 
about the successful referendum for 
self-determination for Iraqi Kurdistan. 
I am humbled and inspired. Though 
the wheels of the United Nations and 
its agencies turn slowly, it offers an 
international platform to raise human 
rights issues and to challenge policies 
that are inherently unjust and breach 
people’s human rights. ♦

1. Rebecca Lim (2015), ‘Australia’s treatment 
of asylum seekers: reflections from visit to Sri 
Lanka’, Groundviews journalism for citizens, 20 
April 2015, http://groundviews.org/2015/04/20/
australias-treatment-of-asylum-seekers-
reflections-from-visit-to-sri-lanka/

2. United National High Commissioner for 
Refugees (2017), ‘UNHCR warns of escalating 
crisis on Manus Island’, By UNHCR Regional 
Representation in Canberra, 8 August 
2017, http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/
press/2017/8/598c5ca54/unhcr-warns-escalating-
crisis-manus-island.html

Rebecca Lim is a migration practitioner and 
volunteer community engagement/educator. 
Rebecca is a member of St Mark’s Inala 
Conference in Brisbane and she has ongoing 
links with the Migration Advice Service run by 
the St Vincent de Paul Society Queensland.
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Charity and justice
A reflection on new forms of homelessness provision in Australia

Dr Cameron Parsell, from 
the Institute of Social 
Science Research at the 
University of Queensland 
(UQ), addressed the St 
Vincent de Paul Society 
of Australia’s National 
Congress held in October. 
Dr Parsell spoke about 
the research project he 
has been involved in with 
the Society in Queensland 
since March. The research 
aims to provide an 
evidence base for ‘good 
works’ and explore 
how assistance may be 
more effectively targeted 
to reduce prolonged 
disadvantage. Dr Parsell 
told congress delegates 
that early results from 
the research project have 
shown the immense 
benefits of home visitation 
and localised support. The 
final findings are expected 
to be completed in 2018.

The following is an edited excerpt from 
a paper co-authored by Dr Parsell 
and Beth Watts from Heriot-Watt 
University, Edinburgh on effective 
altruism and ethical responses to 
homelessness. The paper was published 
in September in the European Journal 
of Homelessness. The article primarily 
focusses on the long-term implications 
of initiatives such as mobile washing 
facilities and it also mentions the 
distribution of free food. The Society 
does not necessarily agree with or 
endorse all the ideas raised in this 
article; however, we do believe that, 
while there is value in providing food 
and company to all those we assist, it is 
also beneficial to examine and reflect 
on our practices. In doing so, the 

Society may rise to the challenge set by 
Blessed Frederic Ozanam, who said: 
‘Charity is the Samaritan who pours 
oil on the wounds of the traveller who 
has been attacked. It is justice’s role to 
prevent the attack.’

Readers are warned that they may 
find the article confronting, especially 
as it challenges some aspects of 
how charities currently respond to 
homelessness and poverty. If you wish 
to have your say in response to this 
article, we invite you to write a letter 
to the editor (details on page 2) and a 
counter-response can be published in 
the next issue of The Record.

Ethical responses to 
homelessness 

What constitutes an ethically just 
response to homelessness, and in 
particular its starkest and most life-
limiting manifestation, rough sleeping? 
We propose that ‘effective altruism’ 
(MacAskill, 2015; Singer, 2015) offers 
one useful framework to consider this 
question. Effective altruism calls on 
those wishing to ‘make a difference’, 
to ‘do good better’, by using evidence 
and reason to maximise impact. 
Though often employed to encourage 

donors to target their contributions 
towards effective charities tackling the 
most extreme suffering globally (for 
the classic statement of this position, 
see Singer, 1972), the core prescriptions 
of effective altruism have relevance 
within advanced western economies. 
Of key relevance here, effective 
altruism offers a frame within which to 
challenge the profile and support given 
to well-intentioned but ineffective, or 
even counterproductive, non-profit 
responses. Donors, volunteers and 
social entrepreneurs should not receive 
praise for their good intentions, but 
for investing their time and money 
into interventions that do the most 
good (Pummer, 2016). Enthusiasm and 
support for interventions that fall short 
of this standard ought to be redirected 
toward systemic policy changes and 
evidence-led interventions that can 
substantially and sustainably reduce 
levels of homelessness and dramatically 
improve the life chances and wellbeing 
of those experiencing it.

There is a robust body of 
contemporary and international 
evidence that demonstrates ‘what 
works’ in this area. A core part of this 
evidence reports the effectiveness 
of the Housing First model, which 
combines rapid access to affordable 
and secure housing, with appropriate, 
flexible and if necessary long-term 
support (Padgett et al., 2016). The 
model stands in stark contradistinction 
to traditional and in many places still 
dominant responses to homelessness 
based on progression up a ‘staircase’ 
of provision or along a ‘continuum 
of care’ from emergency shelter, 
to supported accommodation, to 
mainstream ‘normal’ housing. In sum, 
the Housing First movement has 
solidified evidence from examples 
globally that show that housing-led 
responses can sustainably resolve 
homelessness for a group historically 
considered hard (even impossible) to 
help. People can sustain mainstream 
housing if given the support to do 
so, but many will struggle to navigate 
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the staircase of support that traditional 
models expect them to.

Housing-led solutions are not just 
effective, they are also efficient. Since 
Dennis Culhane’s (2008) watershed 
work, a substantial body of knowledge 
has shown the financial costs of 
homelessness and cost offsets of 
housing solutions. Across countries with 
very different housing markets, welfare 
systems and social institutions, this work 
shows that providing affordable housing 
and linked support services, compared 
to the homelessness, health and criminal 
justice service use associated with 
street homelessness, constitutes sound 
fiscal public policy and a better use of 
government funded resource allocation 
(Ly and Latimer, 2015; Parsell, Petersen 
and Culhane, 2016). One authoritative 
analysis suggests that people who 
experience unsheltered homelessness—
the very people mobile washing 
facilities target—can successfully exit 
homelessness, sustain housing, and 
for some of these people the costs of 
providing housing and support are 
offset by the reduction in their use 
of other publically funded services 
(Padgett et al., 2016). Though such 
cost-benefit reasoning might be judged 
to be dispassionately economistic, 
it is in fact far from it. It reflects an 
attempt to ensure that resources are 
directed most effectively to address 
life-limiting and indeed life-threatening 
forms of disadvantage. Even in the 
absence of clear cost-benefit reasoning, 
there are compelling arguments for 
housing-solutions focussed responses 
to homelessness: as Kertesz et al. 
(2016) argue, even in cases where 
providing housing will cost more than 
‘maintaining’ a person in homelessness 
on the street, housing remains the 
clear route to that individual’s future 
wellbeing and participation in society.

Seen in this light, dedicating time, 
resources and money to models that 
simply ameliorate homelessness, looks 
increasingly like a distraction from the 
substantial evidence now available 

demonstrating how homelessness can 
be effectively prevented and resolved. 
Those intending only to ameliorate 
the suffering of those on the street 
should face legitimate questions 
about their poverty of ambition, not 
uncritical praise. Providing mobile 
washing facilities to people who are 
homeless risks shifting the debate away 
from different forms and models of 
housing, and other evidence-informed 
responses. When we provide people 
who are poor with the means to 
temporarily wash themselves and their 
clothes in public spaces we are not 
thinking through, much less lobbying 
for, the necessity of housing as part of 
the solution.

(No) harm done

In response to our position that 
effectiveness and efficient use of scarce 
resources should be at the front of 
the minds of donors, commissioners 
and social entrepreneurs, defenders 
of interventions like mobile washing 
facilities and other such novel services 
might make several arguments. 
They may concede that mobile 
washing facilities do not contribute 
in any substantial way to resolving 
homelessness, but nevertheless do no 
harm. They are benign, well-meaning 
interventions, which leave experts 
working in commissioned services to 
get on with the real job of tackling 
homelessness. It might be added that 
public donations accruing to these 
interventions do not really have an 
‘opportunity cost’, in that if they 
weren’t given to these charities, they 
would not be invested in alternative 
evidence and housing-led responses 
to homelessness. Defenders may claim 
that interventions like mobile washing 
facilities have positive consequences 
for those sleeping rough that while 
falling short of resolving homelessness 
are nevertheless significant, including 
not only the health and self-esteem 
related gains associated with being 
able to maintain personal hygiene, but 

also perhaps opportunities for social 
interaction and empathic connection 
with those running the facilities and 
others using it. These social gains 
might be seen to have intrinsic value 
quite separate from their impacts on 
homelessness.

We consider there to be a number of 
reasons to be cautious about these ‘no 
harm’ and ‘marginal positive benefit’ 
arguments. First, there is a possibility 
of genuine harm resulting from these 
kinds of interventions. An ongoing and 
highly polarised debate of relevance 
here surrounds the distribution of free 
food to those on the streets, e.g. via 
soup kitchens (Shelter, 2005; Watts 
et al., 2017). Those involved in such 
interventions see them as offering 
a highly vulnerable population the 
means of survival, as well as empathic 
care and support. Critics, however, 
argue that such ‘subsistence provision’ 
enables highly vulnerable individuals to 
sustain damaging, even life-threatening, 
patterns of behaviour, and thus 
represent abnegation—rather than a 
realisation—of moral responsibility. 
An example of the potential harm 
of such interventions played out 
in Belfast, Northern Ireland in the 
winter of 2015/16. Public dismay 
in response to a series of deaths 
among the city’s street homeless 
population prompted spontaneous 
community-led provision of food and 
other assistance. This, however, was 
claimed by local stakeholders to have 
had the unintended consequence of 
drawing vulnerable individuals away 
from existing specialist outreach and 
support services that could offer more 
substantial assistance (Fitzpatrick et 
al., 2016b). Similar risks might well 
be associated with mobile washing 
facilities, particularly in cities where 
washing machines and showers are 
already provided by specialist support 
organisations. The actual impact of 
these kinds of interventions requires 
empirical investigation. These are not 
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matters that can be settled a priori 
or with reference to the intentions 
(however noble) of those running, 
investing in or otherwise supporting 
them. In a recent article, Watts et al. 
(2017) propose a normative framework 
intended to aid the robust and 
dispassionate assessment of the ethics 
of varied responses to rough sleeping. 
They argue that even seemingly benign 
interventions like soup kitchens must 
be assessed in relation to the legitimacy 
of their aims and their effectiveness in 
achieving legitimate aims.

Second, it is not at all clear that mobile 
washing facilities offer the ‘added 
extra’ to homelessness provision that 
might optimistically be claimed, but 
rather that they draw both attention 
and money directly away from 
demonstrably effective services. Such 
headline-grabbing but non-evidence 
informed ventures often seem to grab 
public attention and in doing so can 
also attract the attention of not just 
big business and celebrities, but also 
politicians (for example, see Watts, 
2016). With such notoriety, there is a 
concern that hype, rather than robust 
evidence and expert (academic and 
practice) opinion, will begin to exert 
an influence over the direction of 
public policy and investment. Indeed, 
in several Australian states, mobile 
washing facilities are enabled through 
philanthropic donations, which are tax 
deductible (and thus result in a loss of 
tax revenue), as well as through funding 
from direct government grants. This 
charitable response is therefore funded 
with money that could have otherwise 
supported housing and evidence-led 
responses to homelessness. In addition 
to these financial and policy impacts, 
we would add that such ventures may 
have a concerning psycho-social impact, 
in not just normalising but encouraging 
a celebration of responses that soothe 
rather than solve homelessness. 
When confronted with the individuals 
providing free access to washing 
machines, the response appears to be a 
warm hearted endorsement of the good 

intentions of the ‘provider’ of these 
services, rather than horror that the 
‘beneficiaries’ are forced to rely on the 
benevolence of strangers for access to 
the very basics of survival and dignity.

Third, the view that mobile washing 
facilities and other such interventions 
offer dignity and meaningful social 
connection to the vulnerable individuals 
who use them, neglects the reality of 
relationships structured by charitable 
giving/receiving. Homelessness is 
often experienced as reliance on the 
benevolence of others, especially where 
people lack any entitlement to the 
assistance they receive (Watts, 2014), 
and can thus subvert a person’s capacity 
to take control of their lives, leading to 
a feeling of life ‘being on hold’ during 
homelessness. For example, without 
the material resources that housing 
provides, people are not only exposed 
to social conditions that cause ill-health 
(Marmot, 2005), they are unable to take 
control of their health care (Parsell et 
al., 2017) and are reliant on emergency 
and crisis health systems that are both 
expensive and ineffective at promoting 
positive health (Kertesz, 2014). The 
provision of mobile washing facilities 
is likewise a form of reliance directly 
caused by exclusion from the resources 
required to act autonomously.

Exclusion from housing forces people 
into a position of dependence on 
the hospitality and benevolence of 
altruists, and in so doing denies them 
not only autonomy, but the makings of 
self-worth, given that those in receipt 
of charity are rarely able to honour 
the highly valued social norm of 
reciprocity (Spicker, 1984; Watts, 2014). 
It is these considerations that lead the 
critics of charity to ask whether in fact 
the ‘givers’, rather than the ‘receivers’, 
benefit most from the charitable 
interventions (Allahyari, 2000). In 1920, 
the British Prime Minister Clement 
Attlee raised exactly these concerns as 
Britain abolished the Poor Laws:

The evil of charity is that it tends to make 
the charitable think that he has done his 

duty by giving away some trifling sum, 
his conscience is put to sleep, and he 
takes no trouble to consider the social 
problem any further … Very many do 
not realise that you must be just before 
you are generous (Attlee, 1920, cited in 
Dickens, 2017: 9) 

Watts et al. (2017) remind us that our 
assessment of the appropriateness of 
charity is mediated by whether we 
identify most with the receiver or giver: 
if the former, we are confronted with 
both their material deprivation and their 
experience of being reliant on charity to 
fulfil their basic needs; if the latter, we 
may be buoyed by the display of virtue 
and good intentions, regardless of the 
consequences. In the case of mobile 
washing facilities, it is reasonable to ask 
whether the warm glow of ‘making a 
difference’ and the esteem of onlookers 
have had more lasting effects on the 
wellbeing of those responsible for this 
intervention than the temporary impacts 
on rough sleepers benefiting from clean 
clothes that soon become dirty again.

Rather than mobile washing facilities, 
people experiencing homelessness 
require housing in which they can 
decide when and how to wash 
themselves and their clothes. When 
people who have exited homelessness 
describe their housing as home, home 
is described as a place of privacy 
(Parsell, Petersen and Moutou, 2016); 
they articulate one small constitutive 
component of which the independence 
of having the means to wash their 
clothes and themselves away from 
the public gaze (Parsell, Petersen and 
Moutou, 2016). Deborah Padgett’s 
(2007) work with people who exited 
homelessness found that the routine 
and control over life that housing 
enabled constituted a marker of 
ontological security. Housing not only 
meant that people achieved safety and 
control, but it promoted conditions for 
people to develop self-narratives and 
identities that extended beyond their 
former state of material deprivation 
(Padgett, 2007). Housing is a means to 
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construct, and have socially validated, 
an identity distinct from one’s former 
housing status i.e. homelessness.

The Role of Charity

Our argument is not a universalised 
position against charities, social 
entrepreneurs, community and 
faith-based groups responding to 
homelessness per se. On the contrary, 
there are many examples of such 
groups meaningfully contributing 
to society, and specifically to the 
wellbeing of people who are homeless. 
William Beveridge (1948) advocated 
for the continued role of charity when 
designing the modern Welfare State:

Voluntary action is needed to do things 
which the State is most unlikely to do. It 
is needed to pioneer ahead of the State 
and make experiments.

Charities are well positioned to push 
new boundaries and innovate and 
can be at the vanguard of developing 
effective interventions, in particular 
when they take into account and 
build upon existing lessons from past 
forms of provision. Providing a service 
that washes people’s clothes on the 
streets, by contrast, reflects neither a 
pioneering attempt to better respond to 
homelessness, nor an attempt to step 
in where the state is failing its citizens. 
The latter would surely require a higher 
level of ambition than the provision 
of showers and washing machines. It 
reflects instead a poverty of ambition 
for the lives of the group it targets, 
only possible when people who are 
homeless are seen as limited, deficient 
or (at the very least) not the same as ‘us’ 
(Lister, 2004).

Celebration of these kinds of 
interventions arguably reflects an 
acceptance that those who are homeless 
are simply the embodiment of their 
deprivation (Parsell, 2010), so justifying 
this low bar of resource provision. ‘We’, 
the ‘normal housed people’, would after 
all never tolerate the idea of having 
to wash ourselves and our clothes at 

mobile washing facilities provided 
by charities; this response can only 
be justified as appropriate when we 
perceive homeless people as less than 
us, as ‘other’.

Support, especially through taxes, for 
social interventions that enable people 
who are homeless to be clean, but still 
homeless, endorses homelessness as 
a social fact. Mobile washing facilities 
send the message that there will 
always be people in society who will 
be without their own housing, and 
that society’s responsibility is only to 
ensure that they have the immediate 
and highly limited dignity of being 
clean. We can only conclude that 
individual donors and supporters of 
such programs, and (more worryingly) 
governments directing public money 
to support mobile washing facilities or 
similar ameliorative interventions, have 
accepted the social injustice represented 
so starkly in homelessness as normal. 
We can and should hold ourselves to 
higher standards.

Doing Good, Better

‘Effective altruism’ offers one answer 
to the question ‘how can we help 
others?’, and one that is directly 
applicable to both individual and policy 
responses to homelessness. Both an 
ethical framework and now a social 
movement, the ideas associated with 
effective altruism force an examination 
of the impact of our charitable efforts 
and, importantly, direct these efforts 
only to initiatives that concretely 
and profoundly improve people’s 
lives. These ideas provide a helpful 
corrective to the intuition that altruistic 
intent in and of itself deserves praise. 
Singer (2015) reminds us that many 
(perhaps the majority of) people who 
give to charity do so for the ‘warm 
glow’ that giving entails and because 
of the emotional lure of responding 
(somehow, anyhow) to suffering when 
confronted with it (see also Bloom, 
2017). The ethical response, however, 
is to direct these empathic motives 

effectively, not only to a good cause but 
to an effective solution (MacAskill, 2015; 
Pummer, 2016). 

Support for mobile washing facilities 
conflates the unambiguous need for 
access to resources to promote hygiene, 
with an uncritical assumption that any 
charitable response is desirable and 
advantageous for the recipient. Through 
government grants, philanthropy, 
awards and media coverage, the social 
position of the provider of mobile 
washing facilities—and the fundraisers 
that support them—are lauded and 
given precedence. The short and 
longer term impacts on the homeless 
individuals using these facilities do not 
receive attention, despite being a crucial 
arbiter of whether these programs are 
a helpful addition to the landscape 
of homelessness services or not. 
Relentless attention to understanding 
the experiences of people who are 
homeless, and crucially the trajectories 
that allow some individuals to escape 
homelessness, forces a focus that 
extends far beyond mitigating the 
symptoms of this particular injustice. 
The innovation that Beveridge was 
optimistic charities would drive does 
not involve celebrating and funding 
activities that tolerate and normalise the 
highly inequitable distribution of one of 
the core building blocks of a well-lived 
life: housing. ♦

To read the paper in full, visit the European 
Journal of Homelessness published by the 
European Observatory on Homelessness website 
at: http://www.feantsa.org/download/think-
piece-17548219635943096840.pdf  

For more information on the research project 
Dr Parsell has been involved in with the St 
Vincent de Paul Society in Queensland visit: 
https://www.vinnies.org.au/page/News/QLD/

Making_a_Difference_backed_up_by_research/ 

Dr Cameron Parsell is Executive of the Institute 
for Social Science Research at the University 
of Queensland. He is an Australian Research 
Council DECRA Senior Research Fellow and 
Postgraduate Coordinator.
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Making a difference: the Society in 
Indonesia and twinning

B Y  A N D R E W  R I C E 

A sometimes forgotten 
element of the St Vincent 
de Paul Society’s work 
is the time and effort we 
devote to twinning with 
our sisters and brothers 
in foreign lands. With 
the busy- ness of dealing 
with our companions in 
Australia, it is easy to 
forget the opportunities 
and benefits in 
maintaining the 
twinning relationships 
we have. 

I had the opportunity to travel to 
Indonesia in August 2017 with 
the Canberra-Goulburn Territory 
Council President Warwick Fulton 
and Wanniassa (ACT) Conference 
President Jack Matsay. We had 
extensive access to St Vincent 
de Paul conference activities in 
the East Java region, including in 
Surabaya, Malang and rural areas 
around them.

The Society is very much alive and 
well in Indonesia. In many respects, 
they put us to shame with the joy 
and enthusiasm with which they 
undertake their activities. All it 
takes is a look at their Facebook 
sites to see this; however, a visit on 
the ground makes it all the more 
obvious.

Much like Australian conferences, 
there is not a one-size-fits-all model 
for Indonesian conferences. The 
Surabaya city conferences are 
predominantly young, often have 
twenty or so members and are used 
to dealing with large groups of 
companions. The Malang city and 
regional conferences are smaller 
in number, generally older in age 
and focussed on dealing with a 

few companions. Throw into the 
mix several school conferences 
where the students do much 
of the support work that our 
conferences would do.

The assistance provided is 
similar to what we offer—food 
aid, support for those suffering 
from medical complaints, 
transportation and household 
essentials. Not unexpectedly for 
a developing country, the money 
amounts provided are quite 
small; as little as $1 a month for 
a student. The small amounts are 
made up for by the very hands-
on approach to assistance from 
the local conferences.

Their companions’ needs are 
very compelling. Surabaya’s Santa 
Maria Tak Bercela Conference 
helps the city’s pedi-cab drivers. 
These men provide a cheap form 
of public transport; their work 

twinning | A N D R E W  R I C E

is occasional, strenuous and 
predominantly done in the heat 
of the day. Those being helped 
were almost all elderly, in some 
cases former rural workers driven 
to seek work in the city to make 
ends meet. A meal on Sunday in 
the shade of the local church’s 
portico, access to an informal 
savings system and the ability 
to choose some clothes from 
a pile of castoffs, all the while 
supported by an enthusiastic 
bunch of Vincentians, gives them 
a break from the grind of their 
lives.

In the rolling streetscape of outer 
Malang we found Susanna, an 
elderly lady of indeterminate age, 
blind, living alone and eking out 
an existence stringing badminton 
rackets for $2 a week. Susanna’s 
husband and one of her children 
have passed away; her remaining 

Andrew Rice with members of the St Luisa de Marillac Conference, who are also based in Surabaya.
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children have health issues and 
meagre means. Members of 
Malang’s St Agnes Conference visit 
Susanna once every two months (or 
more regularly if needed) to provide 
her companionship and a lift to 
Mass, some money and food.

The rural conferences do their work 
in remote areas serviced by poor 
roads and inadequate or absent 
banking and telecommunication 
arrangements. The trips out to 
these communities often take 
two hours along bumpy roads. 
The conferences have very few 
resources but embrace their Mission 
with a social entrepreneurship that 
sees them independently raising 
money to support the poor; for 
example, by rearing goats for sale. 
The different conferences also 
cooperate among themselves to 
share funds. These small groups 
work with their parishes and 

local schools to support a limited 
number of companions, mostly 
school students. They were very 
grateful for our visit.

The money Australian conferences 
send helps all of this work. 
In a country as dispersed as 
Indonesia, with all of its attendant 
communication and movement 
issues, it is not unreasonable to 
expect that some of our donations 
are used just to make the Society 
function, such as funding members’ 
travel. The Indonesian National 
Council is taking steps to improve 
the way that money gets to its 
conferences and also to increase its 
knowledge of the work conferences 
do on the ground. All this bodes 
well for Australian conferences 
gaining a better understanding of 
how their donations are used.

Our Vincentian brothers and 
sisters wear their association with 

the Society with pride in a 
kaleidoscope of coloured polo 
shirts worn at meetings and in 
their work with companions. 
They capture the stories of their 
work in photographs, videos and 
social media posts. They support 
their companions spiritually in a 
land where Catholics are a tiny 
minority. There is much that we 
could learn from them in how to 
communicate and also a lot more 
that we could do to tell them 
about our work.

Sometimes we question the 
value of twinning. From my brief 
visit to Indonesia, I can see that 
building and maintaining the 
links with our twins is certainly 
worthwhile. ♦

Andrew Rice is President of the South 
Woden Conference and Twinning Officer 
for the St Vincent de Paul Society Territory 
Council of Canberra-Goulburn.

The Indonesian National Council in Surabaya, seated from left, Jade Rice, Andrew Rice,  
Warwick Fulton, Ling Matsay and Jack Matsay. 
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The 400th anniversary of the 
Vincentian charism

B Y  J O H N  F O R R E S T  & 
R O B E R T  L E A C H 

The St Vincent de Paul 
Society of Australia was 
represented at FAMVIN 
2017—a celebration 
to mark the 400th 
anniversary of the 
worldwide organisation 
that is the Vincentian 
Family. State President 
of the Society in 
Queensland John Forrest 
and National Council 
Spirituality Committee 
member Robert Leach 
attended the Symposium 
held in Rome in October. 
They have kindly shared 
their account of the 
presentations and 
dialogue. 

This remarkable event was a 
celebration of the 400th anniversary 
of the Vincentian charism. The 
Vincentian charism refers to the 
teachings of St Vincent de Paul, the 
17th century priest who, along with 
St Louise de Marillac, established the 
Company of the Daughters of Charity 
in Paris in 1633.

Early in January 1617 St Vincent de 
Paul heard the confession of a dying 
man which made him aware of the 
spiritual abandonment of the poor 
country people. On 25 January 1617 
Vincent preached ‘the first sermon of 
the mission’ in Folleville, France. In 
August 1617, as pastor in the village 
of Chatillon, Vincent experienced the 
material poverty and misery of some 
of his parishioners—an event which 
transformed him into the Saint of 
Charity. 

The theme of the 2017 Symposium 
was ‘Welcome the Stranger’ and 

with these words resonating: ‘I was 
a stranger and you welcomed me’ 
(Matthew 25:35), the worldwide 
Vincentian Family inaugurated a 
Jubilee Year—a time during which it 
celebrates the 400th anniversary of 
the origin of its charism of service on 
behalf of the poor.

Up to 200 different Vincentian 
organisations from 99 countries were 
represented at the event and amongst 
these were not only lay people but 
many priests and nuns. As many 
as 8700 Vincentians attended the 
symposium.

Program outline

Due to the numbers attending, 
complexities of travel arrangements 
and the diversity of languages spoken, 
a number of venues were utilised. 
Much preparatory work was done 
on line but formal registration was 
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undertaken from 11 October at the 
Collegio Apostolico Leoniano. We each 
received a shoulder bag containing a 
poncho, a lanyard with identification 
details, a scarf and the symposium 
booklet. The next day a prayer 
service in honour of Our Lady of the 
Miraculous Medal was to be held at 
the Basilica of St Giovanni in Laterno. 
We arrived at the venue as advertised, 
together with five other attendees 
of the Symposium, but discovered 
belatedly that it had been changed, 
possibly due to numbers attending. 
Thankfully however, we were able to 
attend Mass.

Member dialogue and mini workshops 
were held during a breakout day on 
13 October. There were a number 
worthy and inspiring presentations 
from guest speakers, opportunities 
for questions and answers and, at 
the end of a very informative day, a 
concelebrated Mass.

Vincentians attending FAMVIN 2017 gathered at St Peter’s Square in front of St Peter’s Basilica in the 
Vatican City.
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The highlight of the next day, 14 
October, was the visit to the Basilica 
of St Peter. In St Peter’s Square 
we listened to more Vincentian 
presentations and were gifted with 
a visit from Pope Francis. He was 
driven in and around the square and 
then, after an official welcome, gave 
a special blessing to all the 8700 
Vincentians present. The atmosphere 
was electric.

Sunday followed with mass in the 
Basilica of St Paul Outside the Walls. 
After a very long procession of 
Vincentians grouped according to 
nationality and the various Vincentian 
organisations, Mass was celebrated. 
The pomp and ceremony was 
remarkable: with over 100 priests, 
dozens of bishops and a cardinal 
and a large, enthusiastic choir in 
an acoustic cauldron supporting 
the Mass dialogue, which switched 
between three languages. At the 
conclusion of the blessing at the end 
of Mass, the Symposium came to a 
close. We were very grateful to have 
participated in this wonderful event 
and were inspired by the fervour of 
the attendees, especially the joy and 
enthusiasm shown by the young, 
in particular the Marian Youth from 
Syria and the courageous group 
representing the Vincentian Family in 
China. 

Symposium prayer

Lord, Merciful Father, who instilled in 
Saint Vincent de Paul a great concern 
for the evangelisation of the poor, now 
fill the hearts of his followers with that 
same spirit. 

Today, as we hear the cry of your 
abandoned children, may we run to 
their assistance, ‘like someone who 
runs to a fire’.

Revive within us the flame of the 
Charism, that flame which has 
animated our missionary life for 400 
years.

We pray in the name of your Son, Jesus 
Christ, Our Lord, ‘the Evangeliser of the 
Poor’.

Amen

Presentations at the 
symposium

The following are reports on some 
of the presentations and dialogue 
conducted at the symposium.

Topic: New ways of living—new 
dimensions of Christianity 

A summary of the presentation given 
by Sr Peggy O’Neil, SC, a Professor of 
Theology from New Jersey

Sr O’Neil asked ‘How do we remain 
fruitful in our times?’ and ‘What and 
how should we teach a world so 
broken?’ The world is desperately in 
need of love. God is the life-force 
within everyone and so there are no 
strangers. Humanity is created in the 
image of community; in the image 
of the Trinity. The Trinity isn’t just 
about the life of God but the life of 
community.

We praise God by building right 
relationships: bonds not bombs! 
We must be co-creators of justice, 
peace and mercy. Catholicity is about 
connectedness, feeling the pain, the 
loneliness of the other. 

In a plea for radical solidarity with 
people in need, the speaker made 
reference  to The Apocalypse (perhaps 
22:4) and claimed that the angels will 
be waiting for us to wipe away our 
tears but ‘woe to you who arrive with 
dry eyes’. 

Sr O’Neil went on to say that in 
the end it is love that matters—a 
tenderness that transforms, a 
revolution in solidarity.

Topic: Edited extracts from 
Testimony of Aida Balada, a leader 
of the Vincentian Marian Youth in 
war-torn Syria, given in St Peter’s 
Square on 14 October.

We have been through a disastrous 
war which frequently forced us to put 
our scheduled activities on hold. Now, 
thanks be to God, we have got though 
it and survived.  We learned from this 
war to appreciate things around us 
and to start from scratch.  We are a 
family that stands up for each other 
… we are the youth that have been 
called to action by the Virgin Mary 
and we are going to continue, with 
her blessing.

We will keep going with our slogan 
‘Live, Contemplate and Serve’. The 
most important message we should 
deliver to the world as Vincentian 
Marian Youth is ‘Love’ and the only 
thing that love requires is courage, 
because the person who loves does 
not let fear dominate him or her. We 
were and are still showing the world 
that there is light in darkness.

Before the war the Vincentian Marian 
Youth enjoyed a period of growth 
but the onset of war caused a decline 
in membership and the cancellation 
of some of our meetings. But now 
we are trying to stand again as the 
situation in Syria is getting better. Our 
activities include Christmas parties and 
we arrange workshops for children 
around Damascus. With our country’s 
situation, the important therapy for 
the youth is to be united in prayers—
united in a place where we belong.

I want to close this by saying that 
seven years of war did not make us 
cowards. We did not run away; we 
did not hide. Instead this war made 
us stronger, united, bonded with our 
belongingness to our country through 
belongingness to the Vincentian 
Marian Youth in Damascus.

A special thanks to all those who 
support us and to those who helped 
us participate in this Symposium. I 
am fully pleased and thankful to Pope 
Francis who always prays for Peace in 
our beloved Syria.

continued on page 28 
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Topic: Ending homelessness

Edited extracts from the presentation 
by Mark McGreevy, Group Executive 
Chief of Depaul International, to 
Vincentians gathered in St Peter’s 
Square on 14 October.  

We are a group of homelessness 
charities established as a collaboration 
of the Vincentian Family 27 years ago. 
We began life as one small homeless 
shelter in London in 1999 and today 
Depaul International works in seven 
countries assisting over 22,000 
homeless people every year.

I am here today because the heads 
of the Vincentian family have asked 
me, on their behalf, to announce 
the launch of the Famvin Homeless 
Alliance. We aim, with your help, 
to change the lives of hundreds 
of thousands of homeless people 
globally and to make sure that their 
voice is heard by policy makers at a 
local and international level, including 
the UN. In short, our ambition is to 
join the crusade to end homelessness 
globally.

As St Vincent told us: ‘It is not enough 
to do good, we must do it well’. How 
can we reach out to those suffering 
discrimination and isolation because 
of their faith or the colour of their 
skin? How do we help those living 
alone with poor physical and mental 
health? The elderly coping with loss 
and a rapidly changing world?

The UN estimates that over 1.2 
million people on this planet are 
homeless in one form or other and 
that this situation will most likely 
grow as a result of poverty, economic 
downturns, conflict, natural disasters 
and urbanisation.

• There are 65 million refugees 
globally at the moment—the 
highest level ever recorded.

• There are 863 million men, 
women and children living in 
slums and favelas across the 
world.

• It is expected that the number of 
people living in cities will grow to 
6.4 billion by 2050.

There are rising numbers of homeless 
street people here in Europe and 
elsewhere. We know that Vincent 
worked very hard to help refugees, 
providing safe havens, raising money, 
offering education and vocational 
training. As Vincentians today we 
must ask ourselves: Can we do more? 
With this in mind I am delighted to 
announce the launch of the Famvin 
Homeless Alliance. Its aims are:

• to make a real and sustainable 
difference to the lives of hundreds 
and thousands of homeless 
people by encouraging the 
growth of new services for 
refugees, slum dwellers and street 
people  

• to build a strong network between 
existing Vincentian groups 
working across the spectrum of 
homelessness

• to support and develop existing 
and emerging leaders in 
homelessness across the globe

• to share the best research, 
practices and models through 
our websites and planning 
conferences

• to lobby for structural change in 
support of homeless people

• to educate the world about 
homelessness

• to end street homelessness in 150 
cities across the world by 2030 in 
collaboration with other partners.

Please get in touch with us by email, 
Facebook and Twitter. I hope that 
together we can we can build bridges 
in order to ensure everyone in the 
world has a place they can call home 
and a stake in their community.

Famvin Homeless Alliance website: 
www.vfhomelessalliance.org 

Facebook: Famvin Homeless Alliance 
Email: homeless@famvin.org

St Vincent de Paul Society representatives Robert Leach and John Forrest are seen here at FAMVIN 2017 
with other Vincentians who are holding a Syrian flag.

continued from page 27
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Extracts from the sermon given 
by Fr Tomaz Mouri, Superior 
General CM, during Mass at the 
Basilica of St Paul Outside the 
Walls in the final session of the 
symposium on 16 October.

It is with overwhelming joy, 
happiness and gratitude that we 
gather here today at this closing 
Eucharist of the Symposium 
celebrating the 400th anniversary 
of the Vincentian Charism.

We follow in St Vincent’s footsteps, 
seeking to live out his charism 
and spirituality. The mustard seed 
planted by Providence, by Jesus, 
in the heart of St Vincent de Paul 
in 1617 has grown to a tree of 
two million-plus members in 150 
countries around the world.   

St Vincent realised with time that 
all the effort put into something 
would not bring lasting fruit if 
one were not identified with 
Jesus, with his ideas, his feelings, 
his mission—if Jesus did not 
become the centre of one’s life. 
The Vincentian Charism is a way 
of life—a way of life within the 
Church. It is a road to sanctity, 
the sanctification of our own lives 
and the lives of others. Let us seek 
new and creative ways to come 
to the assistance of the poor. Our 
common wish and dream is that 
more and more people will join 
the walk toward the Globalisation 
of Charity. ♦

John Forrest is State President of the St 
Vincent de Paul Society Queensland and 
Robert Leach is a member of the National 
Council Spirituality Committee.

continued from page 8

This wall-building is also 
exemplified in government policy 
and in public attitudes towards 
people who are deemed by the 
neoliberal consensus to have 
somehow failed to stand on their 
own two feet: people blamed 
and pilloried for the ‘crime’ of 
being poor, of being unemployed, 
underemployed or in low-paid 
precarious employment, of living 
with a disability, of escaping 
domestic violence, people with 
caring responsibilities, students, 
and older people living alone, 
especially those without assets, 
such as the growing cohort 
of single women over the age 
of 55 who are experiencing 
homelessness. 

There is a growing meanness 
towards people who don’t have 
two bob to rub together. As a café 
owner put it to me at the time 
of the Federal Budget earlier this 
year: 

What I don’t understand is why 
the government begrudges even the 
lousy amount given to unemployed 
people to live on. Don’t they realise 
that people who are trying to live 
on a pension or allowance have to 
spend every cent they have? They 
don’t hide it under a mattress. 
Every dollar they get is put straight 
back into the economy. They keep 
nothing! Increase what they get 
and you’ll not only help them, 
you’ll boost spending—unlike when 
you give tax cuts to the rich. 

The same goes for people in 
low-paid work. This is why it 
makes no sense to business to 
slash wages and penalty rates. 
Does any business owner honestly 
believe that reducing the incomes 
of their employees will result in 
a decline in spending for other 
businesses, but will not affect their 
own? And does anyone think that 
by increasing the wealth of the 
already wealthy, enough additional 

coffees (or ice-creams!) will be 
consumed to boost the economy?

Similarly, there is an actively 
promoted attitude that begrudges 
the use of public money to ensure 
that every child gets a quality 
education—many would rather 
see it go to the schools that need 
it the least. How do we benefit 
as an economy or a society if we 
increase education inequality? Is it 
good for any of us if some of us 
are denied education and training? 
Is it actually in our interests to 
limit access to higher education or 
health care only to those who can 
afford it, instead of making sure it is 
accessible to all those who need it? 

As the German poet Bertolt Brecht 
wrote, ‘In the contradiction lies the 
hope’. Make no mistake, there is 
enormous and irrepressible hope 
in the midst of the hatred, division 
and demonisation that we are 
witnessing. There is hope because 
history doesn’t just happen—it 
is made by people. In listening 
attentively to the music of what 
happens, we can hear a beautiful 
sound that is greater than the sound 
of suffering. It is the collective song 
of solidarity, the tenderness of the 
people in the face of oppression, 
the hunger for and collective 
commitment to creating a society 
that builds housing and hope for 
all instead of walls that lock out 
many. This movement for social 
justice is real. It is deeply practical, 
deeply human, deeply historical. It 
is expressed in simple gestures of 
love as well as mass movements for 
liberation. It is ancient but always 
new, as poignantly expressed in the 
words of the prophet Amos:

Let justice roll on like a river, 
righteousness like a never-failing 
stream! ♦

Dr John Falzon is CEO of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society National Council of Australia.
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St Vincent de Paul Society 
tracks energy prices

B Y  G AV I N  D U F T Y

The St Vincent de Paul 
Society has been tracking 
gas and electricity prices 
across the national 
energy market since 2008. 
Our most recent report, 
National electricity market: 
Time to shed some light 
on this market, has been 
released and it explores 
changes in prices and the 
drivers of these changes 
across the various states 
and territories. We hope 
these reports provide 
valuable information to 
volunteers, members and 
the people we assist. A 
state-by-state analysis and 
interactive workbooks can 
be found at  
vinnies.org.au/energy.

Our report ‘How energy prices 
are tracking’ analyses changes to 
electricity and gas prices across 
Australia from July 2009 to July 2017 
in order to explore when and where 
prices have increased or decreased. 
In relation to electricity, we found 
that regulated and standing offer 
prices (the base rate) are up in most 
jurisdictions compared to July 2016. 
However, the size of the increase 
varies between jurisdictions. Gas 
prices have also increased in all 
jurisdictions. The highest prices 
in the country continue to be in 
South Australia for electricity and 
Queensland for gas.

These price increases adversely impact 
the lives of low-income individuals 
and families in our community by 
increasing proportion of their income 
having to go toward utilities leading 
to financial stress. Anecdotally 

energy report | G AV I N  D U F T Y

members of the Society have noticed 
greater numbers of people seeking 
help because of this pressure on 
household finances. 

Cost drivers: how the states 
fair

We also explored in detail cost 
drivers of each component of the 
electricity bill for each jurisdiction. 
For electricity market offers, we 
estimate that the retail component 
in Victoria is between 11 and 18 per 
cent (depending on network area). 
This is significantly lower than the 
24 to 30 per cent in NSW, 27 per 
cent in South East Queensland, and 
28 per cent in South Australia. The 
estimated network component is 
greatest in Tasmania and Victoria’s 
AusNet network (47 per cent) 
while it is lowest in Victoria’s 
CitiPower network (34 per cent). The 
wholesale component is between 30 
and 40 per cent in Victoria, Tasmania 
and the ACT. It is lowest in NSW’s 
Essential network (22 per cent). The 
GreenPower scheme component 
is significantly greater in the ACT 
(15 per cent) than in the other 
jurisdictions.

The proportional retail component 
of bills in Victoria and the ACT has 
decreased. In South East Queensland 
(Energex), on the other hand, 
the retail component increased 
significantly in 2017. In relation to 
Network Use of System charges 
(NUOS), all jurisdictions experienced 
decreases in 2017. The wholesale 
component of bills has increased in 
all jurisdictions.

We also looked at price dispersion, 
the difference between the best 
and worse offers, and monthly 
changes to electricity market offers 
from the ‘big three’ retailers (AGL, 
Energy Australia and Origin) from 
August 2015 to July 2017 in NSW, 
Queensland, South Australia and 
Victoria. The maximum difference 

between all electricity market offers is 
greatest in Victoria and South Australia 
(over $1000) and lowest in the ACT 
(just under $100). In

Queensland the difference is $400 and 
in NSW it is $800.

The maximum difference between the 
annual bills produced by the big three, 
however, is much lower ($100 to $200, 
depending on jurisdiction and time 
of year). Considering that the average 
annual bill for households using 
6000 kWh per annum for the same 
period was $1560 in NSW, $1815 in 
Queensland, $2070 in South Australia 
and $1460 in Victoria, the difference 
between the big retailers’ offers must 
be considered relatively low.

New findings on solar offers 

We have also started to look into solar 
offers in more detail. We found that 
in Victoria customers currently have 
the second highest electricity bills 
in general. Victorian solar customers 
with this consumption level have, on 
average, lower annual bills compared 
to customers in other jurisdictions with 
lower overall electricity costs.

A comparison of solar bills as of July 
2016 to bills as of July 2017 shows 
that annual bills for solar customers 
in South Australia have increased the 
most (by approximately

$150 for customers with this 
consumption level) while there were 
more modest increases in the ACT 
and NSW’s Ausgrid and Endeavour 
networks. In all other areas, solar bills 
have fallen. The bill-stack analysis 
for solar offers shows that the retail 
component is negative in Victoria’s 
CitiPower network and in the ACT 
(ActewAGL) while it is highest in 
South Australia (SAPN) at $248.

Recommendations

In our view, there is still a limited 
knowledge and understanding in the 
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community of the various energy 
tariffs available, how they are 
changing, and how tariff changes 
impact on households’ energy 
bills and energy affordability 
more broadly. Only by improving 
awareness and understanding 
can we ensure that the regulatory 
framework (for example, in 
relation to price information 
and disclosure) is adequate, to 
promote a competitive retail 
market. Furthermore, this increased 
knowledge will allow for close 
monitoring of the impact price and 
tariff changes have on households’ 

bills, and the affordability of this 
essential service. But information 
alone will not solve these 
problems.

We have made key 
recommendations focussing on 
four areas where governments can 
improve upon the current state of 
energy policy to lessen the impact 
on low-income households:

1. Initiation of a policy review of 
the distribution of costs and 
benefits from rooftop solar 
and battery storage and other 
consumer choices.

2. The development of a revised 
National Energy Customer 
Framework where the guiding 
first principle is consumer 
protection rather than market 
(product) innovation.  

3. Regulatory oversight in 
relation to product innovation 
and offerings.

4. Consumer information and 
comparison sites. ♦

Gavin Dufty is Manager of Policy and 
Research at the St Vincent de Paul Society 
Victoria.
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Chart	1	Changes	to	electricity	prices	in	Australia	July	2009	to	July	2017	as	estimated	annual	bills	
(nominal,	inc	GST)	for	electricity	regulated/standing	offers,	6,000kWh	per	annum,	single	rate6		

	
	
	
1.2	Gas	prices	
	
Typical	 household	 gas	 consumption	 varies	 significantly	 between	 jurisdictions.	 In	
Victoria,	for	example,	typical	household	consumption	is	over	60,000Mj	per	annum.	In	
Queensland,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 household	 consumption	 is	 typically	 less	 than	
10,000Mj	per	annum.	Chart	2	below	compares	annual	gas	bills	across	Australia	(except	
the	 Northern	 Territory)	 from	 July	 2009	 to	 July	 2017	 for	 households	 consuming	
30,000Mj	per	annum.	It	shows	that	gas	prices	are	greatest	in	Queensland	and	lowest	
in	Victoria.	However,	if	we	assume	a	more	representative	consumption	level	for	each	
jurisdiction,	Victorians	will	have	greater	gas	bills	than	Queenslanders.	Gas	prices	have	
increased	in	all	jurisdictions	since	July	2016.		
	
Chart	 2	 also	 shows	 that	 the	 price	 difference	 between	 the	 jurisdictions	 has	 not	
increased	 since	 2009.	 Unlike	 in	 the	 case	 of	 electricity,	 the	 difference	 between	 the	
jurisdiction	with	the	highest	prices	(Queensland)	and	the	jurisdiction	with	the	lowest	
(Victoria)	has	remained	steady	on	around	55-60%.	
	

																																																								
6	In	Victoria	and	NSW	the	standing	offer	price	is	based	on	the	average	retail	standing	offer	in	each	
network	area.	As	the	prices	differ	between	network	areas	in	NSW	and	Victoria,	the	estimated	bills	in	
these	two	states	are	based	on	the	average	across	network	areas.	In	South	Australia,	the	price	is	based	
on	the	average	retail	standing	offer	from	July	2015	to	July	2017,	and	AGL’s	regulated/standing	offer	
prior	to	that.	In	Queensland,	the	price	is	based	on	the	average	retail	standing	offer	in	July	2016	and	
2017,	and	the	regulated/standing	offer	prior	to	that.	The	regulated	rate	has	been	used	for	ACT,	
Tasmania,	Western	Australia	and	the	Northern	Territory.	Note	that	the	transitional	tariffs	previously	
available	in	SA	and	NSW	are	not	included	in	this	chart.		
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Chart	2	Changes	to	gas	prices	in	Australia	July	2009	to	July	2017	as	estimated	annual	bills	(nominal,	
inc	GST)	for	gas	regulated/standing	offers,	30,000Mj	per	annum7		

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																								
7	In	Victoria	the	standing	offer	price	is	based	on	the	incumbents’	average	retail	standing	offer	across	
the	eight	main	gas	zones.	In	NSW	the	standing	offer	price	is	based	on	the	regulated	retail	offer	across	
the	eleven	gas	zones	until	July	2016.	In	July	2017	it	is	based	on	the	incumbent	retailer’s	standing	offer	
in	each	gas	zone.	In	Queensland	it	is	based	on	the	average	AGL	and	Origin	standard	retail	gas	offers	in	
the	North	Brisbane	and	South	Brisbane	gas	zones.	In	South	Australia	it	is	based	on	Origin’s	
regulated/standing	offers	across	five	gas	zones.	In	the	ACT	it	is	based	on	ActewAGL’s	standard	gas	
offer.	In	Tasmania	(data	from	2013	to	2016	only)	it	is	based	on	Aurora	and	Tas	Gas’	average	standard	
offer.	In	Western	Australia	it	is	based	on	the	government’s	price	cap	for	customers	in	the	southwest	
region.		
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Table	2	Deduction	of	bill	components	for	regulated/standing	offers,	average	annual	bill	based	on	
offers	taking	effect	post	July	2017	(6,000kWh	per	annum,	single	rate)14		
	
	 Retail	

bill	incl.	
GST^	

Retail	
bill	excl.	
GST	

Retail	bill	
excl.	GST	
and	
NUOS*	

Retail	bill	
excl.	GST,	
NUOS	and	
whole-
sale^^	

Retail	bill	
excl.	GST,	
NUOS,	
wholesale	
and	“green	
scheme”	
costs**	

Retail	bill	excl.	
GST,	NUOS,	
wholesale,	
“green	scheme”	
costs	and	smart	
meter	
costs***	

Citipower	 2,001 1,819 1,350 858 748 659 
Powercor	 2,241 2,037 1,454 962 852 762 
Ausnet	 2,414 2,195 1,436 944 834 707 
Jemena	 2,223 2,021 1,440 948 838 779 
UE	 2,113 1,921 1,394 902 793 727 
ActewAGL	 1,655 1,505 952 520 317  
Tasnetworks	 1,892 1,720 937 427 355  
Energex	 2,096 1,905 1,178 752 621  
Ausgrid	 2,274 2,067 1,321 889 784  
Endeavour	 2,120 1,927 1,261 829 724  
Essential	 2,444 2,222 1,337 905 800  
SAPN	 2,840 2,582 1,700 1,058 885  
^	As	per	chart	1	above	
*	As	per	chart	3	above	
^^As	per	table	1	above	
**	2.19	c/kWh	in	Qld,	3.39	c/kWh	in	ACT,	2.88	c/kWh	in	SA,	1.75	c/kWh	in	NSW,	1.83	c/kWh	in	Vic,	
and	1.20	c/kWh	in	Tasmania15		
***Based	on	AER	estimated	AMI	charges	for	201716		

	
	
Chart	6	below	compares	the	total	retail	bill	and	the	retail	component	for	2017	(as	per	
table	2	above)	to	the	analysis	presented	in	last	year’s	report.17	The	columns	show	the	
total	bill	(including	GST)	in	2016	and	2017	while	the	white	round	markers	show	the	
retail	component	in	2016	and	the	black	line	marker	the	retail	component	in	2017.	It	
shows	that	the	retail	component	 is	significantly	greater	 in	NSW	and	Queensland	 in	
2017	compared	to	2016,	while	in	the	Victorian	networks,	the	overall	bills	increased	in	
2017	but	the	retail	component	is	somewhat	lower	in	all	networks	except	Jemena.	In	

																																																								
14	This	table	is	based	on	the	same	offers	used	for	July	2017	in	chart	1	above.	Note	that	the	cost	of	the	
smart	meter	rollout	is	not	accounted	for	in	the	NUOS	charges	due	to	the	AMI	Cost	Recovery	Order-In-
Council	that	ensures	that	the	distributors	are	able	to	recover	expenditure	associated	with	the	AMI	
program	from	consumers	on	a	cost	pass-through	basis.	
15	The	“green	scheme”	costs	include	Renewable	Energy	Targets,	Feed	in	Tariffs	and	other	
jurisdictional	schemes.	The	AEMC	report,	2016	Residential	Electricity	Price	Trends	(December	2016)	
estimated	the	cost	of	environmental	policies	for	each	jurisdiction	and	costs	used	for	this	report	are	
based	on	the	cost	of	environmental	policies	(c/kWh)	in	2017/18	multiplied	by	6	MW.		
16	To	estimate	the	impact	of	the	Victorian	smart	meter	rollout	on	the	bill-stack,	we	used	AER’s	
indicative	average	annual	metering	bill	for	2017.	See	table	1-2	in	AER,	Advanced	Metering	
Infrastructure,	Transition	charges	applications,	Final	Decision	(December	2016)		
17	See	table	2	in	St	Vincent	de	Paul	Society	and	Alviss	Consulting,	The	NEM	–	A	hazy	retail	maze,	
December	2016	
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Table	6	Deduction	of	bill	components	for	solar	market	offers	(including	pay	on	time	discounts),	
average	annual	bill	based	on	offers	taking	effect	post	July	2017	(6,000kWh	per	annum,	single	rate).	
Metropolitan	households	with	3kW	system	installed39		
	
	 Retail	bill	

incl.	
GST^	

Retail	bill	
excl.	GST	

Retail	bill	
excl.	GST	
and	
NUOS^^	

Retail	bill	
excl.	GST,	
NUOS	and	
whole-
sale^^^	

Retail	bill	
excl.	GST,	
NUOS,	
wholesale	
and	“green	
scheme”	
costs*	

Retail	bill	
excl.	GST,	
NUOS,	
wholesale,	
“green	
scheme”	
costs	and	
smart	
meter	
costs**	

Citipower	 815 741 427 135 70 -19 
Powercor	 944 858 461 168 103 13 
Ausnet	 1046 951 489 196 131 4 
Jemena	 911 828 470 178 113 54 
UE	 857 779 456 164 98 32 
ActewAGL	 770 700 321 64 -57  
Tasnetworks	 1,242 1,129 535 184 135  
Energex	 1,058 962 459 206 128  
Ausgrid	 1,026 933 382 124 62  
Endeavour	 994 904 406 149 86  
SAPN	 1,298 1,180 733 351 248  
^	 Based	 on	 solar	 market	 offers	 available	 post	 July	 2017	 (including	 guaranteed	 and	 pay	 on	 time	
discounts)	offered	by	the	same	retailers	included	in	chart	26	above.	
^^NUOS	 charges	 applied	 to	 quarterly	 import	 rates	 of:	 892	 kWh	 in	 Vic,	 893	 kWh	 in	 ACT,	 SA	 and	
Queensland,	894	kWh	in	NSW,	and	1033	kWh	in	Tasmania.	
^^^Wholesale	cost	of	$82/MWh	in	Vic,	$72/MWh	in	NSW	and	ACT,	$71/MWh	in	Qld,	$85/MWh	in	
Tasmania	and	$107/MWh	in	SA	applied	to	the	above	import	rates.		
**	2.19	c/kWh	in	Qld,	3.39	c/kWh	in	ACT,	2.88	c/kWh	in	SA,	1.75	c/kWh	in	NSW,	1.83	c/kWh	in	Vic,	
and	1.20	c/kWh	in	Tasmania	applied	to	the	above	import	rates40		
***Based	on	AER	estimated	AMI	charges	for	201741	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																								
39	Note	that	the	cost	of	the	smart	meter	rollout	is	not	accounted	for	in	the	NUOS	charges	due	to	the	
AMI	Cost	Recovery	Order-In-Council	that	ensures	that	the	distributors	are	able	to	recover	expenditure	
associated	with	the	AMI	program	from	consumers	on	a	cost	pass-through	basis.	
40	The	“green	scheme”	costs	include	Renewable	Energy	Targets,	Feed	in	Tariffs	and	other	
jurisdictional	schemes.	The	AEMC	report,	2016	Residential	Electricity	Price	Trends	(December	2016)	
estimated	the	cost	of	environmental	policies	for	each	jurisdiction	and	costs	used	for	this	report	are	
based	on	the	cost	of	environmental	policies	(c/kWh)	in	2017/18	multiplied	by	6	MW.		
41	To	estimate	the	impact	of	the	Victorian	smart	meter	rollout	on	the	bill-stack,	we	used	AER’s	
indicative	average	annual	metering	bill	for	2017.	See	table	1-2	in	AER,	Advanced	Metering	
Infrastructure,	Transition	charges	applications,	Final	Decision	(December	2016)		
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End of an era for 
humanitarian program

B Y  D E I R D R E  M O U L D E N

For 12 years the St 
Vincent de Paul Society 
NSW has successfully 
managed two 
humanitarian programs 
in the Riverina. Sadly, 
we were not awarded 
the new contract 
commencing at the end 
of the year. Deirdre 
Moulden has managed 
the program for the last 
10 years and witnessed 
many achievements in 
that time, some of which 
she shares in this article. 

In the early days, the Riverina 
welcomed many families from 
African nations. Many of these 
people are still in Wagga Wagga 
and have been to university, have 
obtained meaningful work and 
have purchased homes. We remain 
great friends with them all. 

Then we saw the Burmese 
arriving—in one year 43 Burmese 
babies were born here. The 
Burmese are funny, loving people 
and are so grateful for everything.

In October 2008 we welcomed 
the Bhutanese refugees with open 
arms and loving hearts to Albury-
Wodonga. The Bhutanese are very 
motivated people and so polite. 
One young Bhutanese man was 
Dux of his Albury school a year 
after he arrived.

This year Teju Chouhan was 
appointed Wodonga Citizen 
of the Year. This young man 
had represented the Australian 
Bhutanese community in Geneva 
to celebrate the settlement globally 
of 100,000 Bhutanese refugees in 
2015.

humanitarian services | D E I R D R E  M O U L D E N

In 2013–14 Griffith and Leeton 
had a large influx of people 
seeking asylum, mainly men from 
Afghanistan. It was very sad to see 
how devastated they were, being 
on their own without their families. 
Most of them managed to obtain 
work, which was a great reflection 
on the community and was 
extremely positive for the men.

Albury-Wodonga has been a 
designated ‘women at risk’ area 
for five years. Female volunteers 
received special training prior to the 
arrival of a group of women from 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
so they would be prepared for the 
trauma these women had suffered. 
Today these women are well settled.

In October 2013 Afghan families 
started to arrive in Wagga. The 
challenge in supporting these 
families was enormous as they 
did not speak any English. The 
volunteers once again thought 
outside the square and somehow 
managed to offer beautiful love and 
a generous spirit to these families. 
The families were fascinated by 
Australians and how casual we 
are—the Afghan women in particular 

really enjoyed the company of 
Australian women and have 
maintained special friendships. 
Now several of those women, 
as well as some of the Afghani 
youngsters, are driving. Never in 
their wildest dreams did these 
women imagine themselves behind 
the wheel of a car.

We still see many members 
of each refugee group in our 
region today. Many have gone 
on to find meaningful work, buy 
homes, obtain university degrees 
and become part of our local 
community.

Five Afghanis now volunteer with 
the Humanitarian Program. Their 
assistance has been invaluable and 
it is wonderful working in an inter-
faith environment where values are 
shared. They are so kind, generous 
and engaging, and have great 
senses of humour. They tell us how 
much they love volunteering and 
learning from the other volunteers. 

When the Syrian crisis broke out 
we agreed to take in some Yazidi 
people, a minority group from 
Northern Iraq who had suffered 
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mass genocide and witnessed 
shocking atrocities. It was a hectic 
time as we welcomed 280 Yazidi 
people in nine months in 2016–17. 
Once again the refugees did not 
speak English, but we got smarter 
and used translator apps as well as 
the Commonwealth Government’s 
Translating and Interpreting Service.

The task of getting enough 
volunteers to support these very 
vulnerable people was massive. 
The Yazidi people have been an 
absolute joy—they are funny, 
hospitable and love learning. Many 
of the men were drivers in Iraq 
and they soon got their Australian 
driver’s licences and bought cheap 
cars so they could get work. 

Our volunteers have been 
outstanding. They have put in 
many hours planning for arrivals, 

considering what their needs might 
be and turning houses into homes 
for the arriving families.

I loved watching them at the airport 
as they waited excitedly to meet 
their new family. They warmly 
welcomed the arriving strangers, 
who must have been thinking ‘Who 
are these kind people with big 
smiles on their faces?’

I know if St Vincent de Paul were 
alive today he would be so proud 
of our volunteers who, for the last 
12 years, have loved the poorest of 
the poor and welcomed strangers 
with open hearts, open minds and 
generous spirits. 

While they have been a gift to our 
new arrivals, our volunteers have 
also experienced great joy and have 
developed deep friendships.

And our partnership with 
Humanitarian Settlement Service 
staff at Multicultural Council 
of Wagga Wagga has been 
outstanding. We have all become 
better people for working with 
these wonderful and resilient souls.

We have had much to celebrate 
over the years as we’ve watched 
our families gain confidence. We 
see this when they perform at 
multicultural events and Refugee 
Week and bring their home-cooked 
food to various festivals.

It is with much sadness that the 
program is coming to an end. Not 
many people get to do the work 
we have done and it has been our 
privilege to help some of the most 
vulnerable people in the world 
under the banner of St Vincent de 
Paul Society NSW.

As we reflect on what has 
been achieved and the lifelong 
friendships we have created with 
staff, volunteers and families, we 
feel a deep sense of being so very 
blessed to have had an opportunity 
to give, receive and be loved.

The Riverina Humanitarian Program 
and the Riverina community have 
given the gift of hope, love, peace 
and safety to 484 families and 
1,697 individuals since 2005. May 
they live their dreams and become 
outstanding Australian citizens. ♦

Deirdre Moulden managed the St Vincent 
de Paul Society NSW’s two humanitarian 
programs in the Riverina for the last 10 years. 

Former staff at Humanitarian 
Settlement Services based in Wagga 
Wagga, NSW. From left, support officer 
Traci Johnson, volunteer coordinator 
Lauren Salathiel, support officer 
Danielle Maclean and Riverina 
manager Deirdre Moulden.
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Three different stories: 
one thread of humanity

B Y  J E N  V U K

Inside an archetypal 
suburban brick veneer 
house on Melbourne’s 
outskirts, a sadly familiar 
story was unfolding. Over 
a black coffee and Tim 
Tams, Abbas* was slowly 
retracing the painful steps 
of an uncertain life as an 
asylum seeker in Australia. 

The minutes ticked by. Outside the 
window a magpie flexed its wings, 
marvelling at its own reflection.

I was there in my capacity as ‘story 
gather’, the rather poetic addendum 
to my role as Communications and 
Public Relations Coordinator for the St 
Vincent de Paul Society Victoria. We 
were sitting at the dining table at the 
invitation of a Vincentian who had 
graciously invited me into this safe 
space to speak to Abbas.

Abbas was trying hard to remember 
how he came to Australia, but his 
memory had too many holes. ‘Like 
Swiss cheese,’ he joked sadly. This 
much he knew: he was born in Iran 
and lived there with his wife and 
four children. He loved working as a 
teacher, but it was his profession and 
his progressive views (he encouraged 
girls to attend class) that drew the ire 
of the conservative government. 

The day his teenage son was shot 
at and wounded by police was the 
day that Abbas knew that he and his 
family’s numbers were up. 

There were other fragments of memory 
too—years spent in exile in Pakistan, 
torture, illness and statelessness. There 
was the stress of having to come 
up with the money to pay faceless 
traffickers in the hope that a tiny 
boat would somehow ferry them to a 
distant, mythical, yet secure land.

But even worse, perhaps, were the 

personal account | J E N  V U K

suspicion and wariness shown by 
those employed to keep him from our 
shores.

Abbas’s story is not the kind you can 
shake off easily. Especially as the sad 
pantomime of the government’s ‘lodge 
the 30-page Form 866 application for a 
protection visa or leave’ ‘solution’ was 
being played out in the media. It sticks 
to you, and over the next few days 
it coloured everything I did. But this 
story wasn’t the only tale that week 
that sat with me long after it was told. 

The day before I had sat with Suzanna* 
as she told a reporter how she and 
her teenage son had lived out of their 
car after her husband threw them out. 
As a survivor of an abusive marriage, 
Suzanna had many tales of woe, but 
instead of focussing on them, she was 
determined to claim back her and her 
children’s lives.  

Suzanna was quick to laugh and 
incredibly warm, but a steely look in 
her eye betrayed something more—her 
determination to do what she could 
to try and change laws so that other 
women would be spared what she 
went through.

In some ways my week ended the way 
it began—chatting over instant coffee 
and delicious sweets—but the story 
I heard this time was a very different 
one to those of Abbas and Suzanna. 

Former Vinnies Shop manager Dawn Lewin of 
Bacchus Marsh shared her experiences with the 
author.

This time I was there to hear about the 
dynamic life of Dawn, who recently 
retired as manager of a regional 
Vinnies Shop. For more than 30 years 
Dawn ran the place with an iron fist 
and a soft heart. Again and again I 
heard stories of Dawn approaching 
people who were clearly doing it 
tough with an extra food voucher or 
two, and always, always, a word of 
kindness or encouragement.  

Why am I writing about all this? I guess 
there’s an element of needing to get 
these stories down before the details 
get lost in the everyday busyness; but 
it’s also about the importance of taking 
stock and realising that when moments 
of such clarity and undeniable 
mutuality rise up in the maelstrom, 
they need to be acknowledged and 
celebrated.

In one week I sat down with three 
very different people with very 
different experiences. I didn’t just 
leave with their stories (which, by the 
way, they entrusted to me without 
question), I left with an obligation—to 
do their stories justice, of course, that 
goes without saying; but I also felt a 
duty to acknowledge that something 
special had transpired that week. 

There is no doubt in my mind that 
something positive, life-affirming and 
even life-changing took place over the 
course of that week—for while Abbas’s 
and Suzanna’s stories were undeniably 
heart-wrenching, there is an inherent 
validation in the telling of one’s story.

US author and journalist Joan Didion, 
who spent a lifetime exploring 
individual and social fragmentation 
and isolation, wrote: ‘We tell ourselves 
stories in order to live’. Surely then it 
follows that we listen to the stories 
of others in order to remember our 
humanity? ♦

*Names have been changed to protect privacy.

Jen Vuk is Communications and Public Relations 
Coordinator for the St Vincent de Paul Society 
Victoria.
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B Y  L E N  B A G L O W

The Australian Catholic 
Bishops’ social justice 
statement ‘Everyone’s 
Business’ urges people to 
‘Join public and media 
debate—raising your 
concerns, challenging 
views that scapegoat or 
condemn the vulnerable, 
and imagining a new 
inclusive economy where 
the needs of the last are 
put first’.

As nearly every Vincentian will 
know, for many years the levels 
of Newstart and Youth Allowance 
have been too low for people to 
live with dignity. At the same time, 
the number of jobs continues to 
decline, particularly in regional and 
rural areas. This is a time when we 
should be looking for new, more 
inclusive and fairer solutions. 

Unfortunately, the government 
has often taken the easy path 
of scapegoating and harassing 
people who receive income 
support rather than addressing the 
underlying structural problems. The 
recent Social Services Legislation 
Amendment (Welfare Reform) Bill 
2017 is an example of this process.

One of the Bill’s provisions was a 
trial of mandatory drug testing for 
people in receipt of Newstart and 
Youth Allowance. This feeds into 
the negative stereotype of people 
receiving income support. The facts 
are that most people on income 
support do not use illicit drugs. 
Also, the overwhelming evidence 
from the medical profession is that 
random drug testing does not help 
people with a drug addiction. If 
mandatory drug testing is passed 
into law, not only will people 
be negatively stereotyped, but 

thousands of people will have to 
endure the stigma of a drug test for 
no good reason. 

To alert people to the facts, a 
briefing paper entitled ‘Drug testing 
income support recipients’ was 
prepared for the St Vincent de Paul 
Society website. You can access the 
briefing paper at  
http://bit.ly/2zsumVj. Dr John 
Falzon has given several media 
interviews about the briefing paper 
and it was distributed widely on 
social media, both Facebook and 
Twitter. It also featured as part of 
the campaign to urge senators not 
to support the passage of the Bill. 
We are aware that journalists have 
accessed the briefing paper before 
filing reports.

We plan to produce similar briefing 
papers in the future to assist 
members in understanding issues 

around social policy and hence to 
more fully enter the public debate. 
Often social policy is difficult to 
understand, not only because it 
is complex but because of the 
scapegoating and misinformation 
that has become commonplace in 
our political debates. We hope to 
provide resources that everyone 
can use to help them navigate 
these complexities.

One of the next briefing papers 
we will be preparing focusses on 
the Cashless Debit Card. If you 
have suggestions for other briefing 
papers that you would like to 
see on the website, please let me 
know on media@svdp.org.au. ♦

Len Baglow is Policy and Media Advisor, St 
Vincent de Paul Society National Council of 
Australia.
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Drug trials and income support: 
getting to the facts



Assist a Student is a program of the  
St Vincent de Paul Society in Australia. 

Donations from Australians are used to 
provide education support for students across 
partner countries in Asia and the Pacific. 

100% of your donation goes to the 
students’ education needs for one year.

Throughout partner countries, local St Vincent de Paul 
Society members select students from families in need to be 
supported by the program. They receive support for one year 
and the money donated contributes to their education needs.

The program includes students at all levels–from primary, 
secondary and post-secondary. Funds are allocated across the 
countries to ensure fair distribution. One of the program’s 
strongest and most attractive features is that administration 
costs, funded by the Society, are kept at an absolute 
minimum. 

No administration cost is deducted from your donation. 100% 
goes towards the students’ education needs for one year.

NB: To protect the privacy and dignity of the student, and in accordance with The 
Rule of the St Vincent de Paul Society, photographs and addresses of the students 
are not provided.

It is a common belief that education improves a young person’s 
opportunity of gaining useful employment, thereby increasing 
their ability to support themselves and their families in the 
future. It is a means of empowering an individual to break out 
of the cycle of poverty.

One of the most positive ways of helping families in need 
throughout Asia and the Pacific to become self sufficient is 
through education. The Assist a Student program gives you the 
opportunity to support the education of students in Asia and 
the Pacific. The students supported by this program may not be 
able to attend school without this assistance.

In choosing to donate money to the Assist a Student program, 
you are taking the opportunity to provide education support to 
overseas students in need throughout their education. 

As well as this you will receive:

• A certificate with the student name, country and course of 
study for each $70 donation.

• A complimentary copy of The Record with an Assist a 
Student insert will be sent annually.

INDONESIA

MYANMAR

THAILAND

Where we assist…

VANUATU

FIJI

PHILIPPINES

KIRIBATI

PAKISTAN

INDIA

SRI LANKA

BANGLADESH
An education support program aimed 
at breaking the cycle of poverty.

Assist a Student

Yes, I want to Assist a Student today!

Please post coupon to: St Vincent de Paul Society National Council Office, PO Box 243, Deakin West, ACT 2600

 I am an individual assisting a student; OR
 I am assisting a student on behalf of a group

NAME (group or individual):      

CONTACT NAME (for group):      

TELEPHONE:        

ADDRESS:         

SUBURB:         

STATE:      POSTCODE:    

EMAIL:        

 I would like to receive a certificate for this donation.

Payment method:
 EFT: BSB 062-000 Acc 16047336
 Debit my credit card (details below)

 Mastercard  Visa          Card Expiry:     /    

NAME ON CARD:     

SIGNATURE:      

I would like to donate (Donations over $2 are tax deductible):
 $70   $140   $210  OR  $            

To donate online please visit www.vinnies.org.au/aas


