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COMMEN T 

ANDR EW HAM ILTON 

Large and small 
IN T H C RHY T HMS m the g<eot c h,isti•n fe.sts, 
N ovember was for long an oddity. Whereas other 
feas ts were regularly spaced, November begins with 
All Saints' Day, followed on the second of N ovember 
by All Souls' Day. This November, the conjunction is 
particularly appropriate. 

Feasts persis t only because they gather into 
them selves deeper anxieties and sources of final reas
surance. They are ga tes into the unseen world, alter
nately the object of dread and hope. 

The feast of All Saints touches our anxieties 
about the value of what we have built, about the 
validity of what w e commit our lives to, and about 
whether others will follow us in our passions and 
carry on our commitments. In rem embering those 
who have built before us, the feast assures us that 
nothing will be lost of what they or we ourselves 
have built and that, for all the apparent incapacity 
of our building to wea ther the storms of culture and 
time, what is of value in it will endure. 

The feas t of All Souls enters our deeper anxieties 
about the worth of our personal lives and our rela
tionships, and about the enduring value of the lives 
of those who have shaped us. The feas t responds that 
nothing is los t of the lives of those who have lived, 
are living and will live, and that we do not die alone 
but die into a great company. Like the feas t of All 
Saints it affirms hope in the face of the tidal reces
sions that make for discouragem ent . 

EUREKA STREE I 
invites yo u 

to celebrate the launch of thi s special 
NGO & NOT-FOR-PROFIT ORGANISATIONS 

November editi on 
with an address by 

Phoebe Fraser 
'Why would you do it?' 
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an emergency aid worker in many of the world's worst 

trouble spots. 

6.30pm, Friday 1 November 2002 
Alli ance Fran<;aise de Melbourne 

17 Robe Street, St Kilda, M elbou rne 

Wine and cheese w ill be served. All welcome. 
Entry is free or by donati on. RSVP and enquiries to 

Kirsty Grant: (03) 942 7 73 11 or kirsty@jespub.jesuit.o rg.au 
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Intersecting the parading and saddling of the 
horses for the Melbourne Cup, the feas ts of All Souls' 
Day and All Saints' Day may seem marginal to the 
rhythms that govern our daily lives. But this year 
there are large things that make for discouragement 
that not even a winning Cup Double could dispel. 

The bombing in Bali has brought to Aus tralian 
hom es grief for young sons and daughters, brothers 
and sisters. The death of the young, especially, m akes 
us wonder whether any human life has final value. 
Bali will also lead many people to feel that they live 
insecurely in a hos tile world . Insecurity oft en leads 
people to dismantle in a day the buildings of civility 
that have taken years to construct. We have already 
seen this in the widespread endorsemen t of action in 
Iraq for reasons which, if accepted as a general rule 
of international behaviour, could justify almost any 
attack by the strong on the weak . The readiness to over
turn humane and rational conventions so laboriously 

established inevitably poses questions about 
'"r the lasting value of anything that we build . 

..LHESE ARE THE LARGE things that raise questions 
about the deeper value of our lives and commitments. 
But there are also sm aller things, single human lives: 
the man who had sought asylum in Australia on the 
grounds that he would be k illed, but was returned to 
Colombia and duly murdered; the man, tortured in 
Syria, put in solitary confinem ent and given shock 
trea tment in Australian detention, who died after 
an operation for a tumour long left untreated. Their 
deaths, and the lack of compassion and ou trage about 
their fate, make us ask if it matters whether they, 
or we ourselves, live or die, and whether anything 
should endure of the society that we build. 

In the Catholic Church, too, Archbishop Pell has 
fini shed a time of waiting, having withdrawn himself 
from his responsibilities during an enquiry. His pain 
echoes the wider pain of those who have been abused 
within churches, and as a result found them selves 
withdrawn from engagement with society and with 
God. Such pain also makes us ask about the value of 
human lives and about the value of what is built in 
God's nam e in the churches. 

This November is playtime fo r the dem ons of 
despair and doubt . In the face of these things, we are 
given the feasts of All Saints and All Souls to touch 
the wellsprings of our hope, and to celebrate with a 
touch of defiance . • 

Andrew Hamilton SJ is Eureka Street 's publish er. 



Hale and 
farewell 
This month we welcome Peter Browne 
as guest editor of our special edition 
examining the group that makes such a 
large, unsung though nonetheless contro
versial contribution to Australian life
the non-government and not-for-profit 
organisations. 

Peter, who is currently working at the 
Institute for Social Research at Swinburne 
University, has extensive broadcasting, 
publishing and editorial experience. He 
has been editor of Modern Time (formerly 
Australian Society), commissioning editor 
at UNSW Press, and he is currently execu
tive producer of Terry Lane's ABC Radio 
National program, The National Interest. 

Kate Manton, who cam e to Eureka 
Street as assistant editor in January 1998, 
is collaborating with Peter Browne on 
this issue. Volume 12 number 9 will also, 
sadly, be Kate's last Eureka Street-in 
November she is moving into other areas 
of publishing. For five years she has been 
a grea t gift to Eureka Street-generous, 
prodigiously talented and formidably 
organised. We will miss her a great deal 
but farewell her in the assurance that in 
whatever field Kate works she will make 
her mark and significant contribution. 

We 
see red 

On the bicycle route from Jesuit Publica
tions to Fitzroy, there is one notable hill 
which has traffic lights at the top. In this 
case, red lights are welcome because they 
give unfit cyclists a chance to catch breath 
and to rest their eyes on the advertising 
hoarding across the road. It depicts a flood 
marker, and announces that where we 
may see floodwater indicators, the folk 
from The Australian Financial Review 
see financial indicators. 

Now cyclists, who habitually seek 
indicators that the surrounding cars 
intend to leave them alive, are less likely 
to ask how they can make a buck out of 
the flood than to wonder what might have 
happened to the poor cyclists and other 
human beings caught in it. At all events, 
they pray earnestly that when the time 
comes for them to cross the intersection, 
any chaps fro m the Fin Review coming 
the other way will not only recognise 
financial indicators, but will see traffic 
indicators showing red. 

Talk of 
the times 

Christmas is a time for generosity. It 
is also a time for enlightenment. Both 
aspects come together this year in the 
National Council of Churches Christmas 
Bowl appeaL The appeal will feature talks 
about topics of current interest in our 
region. They will be given in the second 
half of November in each of the states. 

There are three speakers. Beth Ferris 
has worked with refugees and immigrants 
in Sweden and New York, before going to 
Geneva to the World Council of Churches . 
Matthew Wale has been a mediator in the 
conflict in the Solomon Islands, working 
for the Solomon Islands Christian Asso
ciation Peace Committee. Bernard Sabella 
has worked for the Middle East Council of 
Churches with Palestinian refugees. 

For details of talks, dates and venues, 
contact the National Council of Churches 
on 02 9299 2215, or email: 
christianworldservice@ncca.org.au. 

Reluctant 
hero 

In mid-October, the desert emirate of 
Sharjah provided an unlikely setting for 
Steve Waugh to become the second test 
cricketer to be capped 150 times. In 1985 

Waugh made an inauspicious debut in the 
Boxing Day test. The scrawny kid from 
Bankstown strode to the crease with an 
attitude (and a mullet) and scored 13 and 
5. He has since made an indelible mark on 
Australian cricket. On the field 'Tugga' 
Waugh has been the most successful test 
captain ever by almost any standard. 

Waugh's remarkable role off the field 
is also noteworthy. He is playing a sig
nificant role in the unionisation of inter
national cricket in an industry that has 
traditionally exploited players of all hues. 
His unstinting work for a leper colony in 
Calcutta is for the most part unheralded in 
Australia. Largely at Waugh's instigation, 
the Australian team paid their respects 
at Gallipoli on the way to England for 
the most recent Ashes campaign. On the 
shores of Anzac Cove, Waugh remarked, 
'People say we are heroes, but really we're 
not ... we are just men who play sport and 
get put on a bit of a pedestaL Realistically 
there are people far more deserving of 
accolades than us.' When Waugh retires 
Australia will lose both a fine player and 
a great leader. 

Donate for 
a difference 

If you are an asylum seeker about to be 
put out on to the street in Melbourne, 
your last and best hope will be the Asylum 
Seeker Project. It is an ecumenical group, 
sponsored by the Uniting Church, and 
over six years has managed somehow, 
with no government funds, to find accom
modation and support for the most desper
ate of asylum seekers who have no money 
to pay for shelter. 

It has now started Friends of the 
Asylum Seeker Project, which will allow 
people concerned for the welfare of 
asylum seekers to contribute financially, 
or to become directly involved with asy
lum seekers. In this case, donations can 
make a real difference. 

If you are interested to know more, 
you can write to Grant Mitchell, at the 
Asylum Seeker Project, 2/5 79 Queens
berry Street, North Melbourne VIC 3051. 
Or email him on asp@sub.net.au. 
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Force-freed 
I was heartened by Bishop Geoffrey Rob
inson's hopeful article, 'Vatican II: From 
Pause to Forward' (Eurel<a Street, Septem
ber 2002) . But as a lay person m y experience 
of Vatican II has been different from his. 

I was born in N orthern Ireland in 1933, 
so by the time Va tican II arrived I had long 
acquired the Catholic habit of accepting 
automatically any church teaching the 
instant one heard of it. It was this kind of 
Catholicism which then permitted m e and 
millions like m e to 'accept' all the docu
m ents of Vatican II without knowing what 
was in them. 

This mass conversion was furth er facil
itated by the church authorities who never 
mentioned what was in the documents 
from the pulpit (and thus signalled to us 
in the pews the church 's estimate of the 
importance of these seminal documents 
for the lai ty). As for the liturgical changes, 
I th ink the hierarchy assumed that the 
laity, as usual, would do what they w ere 
told to do without presuming to wonder 
why they were now being told to do som e
thing rather different. 

Straight right 

John Haughey 
Carlton, VIC 

Print confe rs authority. A name and 
renown do so as well. It was with increas
ing perplexity, therefore, and eventual dis
may that I read Edmund Campion 's 'Long 

LETTER S 

Eureka Street welcomes 

letters from our readers. Short 

letters are more like ly to be 

published, and all letters may 

be edited. Letters must be 

signed, and should inc lude a 

contact phone number and 

the w riter's name and address. Send to: 

eureka@iespub .iesuit .org.au or 

PO Box 553 , Ri chmond VIC 3 121 

Divisions: Australia 's Sectarian Histories' 
in the October issue of Eureka Street . 

I'm not concerned h ere to canvass what 
being a Catholic means, though that was 
relevant to his argument- whether it 's 
baptism, education or continuing prac
tice of religion. Even so, it would be an 
appropriate question since politics was his 
point: one might ask, for instance, if 'Billy ' 
Hughes remained a Labor man-after 
becoming a 'Rat'- simply because of his 
early life and activities? 

Rather, I was puzzled, first, by Cam
pion 's perspective and then (more signifi
cantly) by his accuracy. 

I was, frank ly, nonplussed by the fact 
that such a perceptive social observer and 
commentator had not realised that five 
people of Catholic background (Greiner, 
Fahey, Collins, Chikarovsky and Brogden) 
had led the non-Labor side of NSW politics, 
given that this has happened over the las t 
20 years. I was even more surprised that, in 
this context, he did not remark upon the 
importance of the Dem ocratic Labor Party 
(DLP) and its predecessors in this process: 
the DLP allowed a staged shift in political 
allegiance-from the party of the workers 

to the parties of m oney- by an increasingly 
educated, professionalised and affluent 
Catholic population. 

The greates t shock came, though, 
when Campion wrote, 'I'd been used to 
saying that the yea r 1988 was significant 
in church history because it saw the first 
Ca tholic in the 20th century leading the 
non-Labor side of politics, Nick Greiner.' 
Can he really believe that I Apart from the 
fact that Greiner became leader of the NSW 
opposition in March 1983, has he forgotten 
Joe Lyons (a Labor defector) who became 
leader of the United Australia Party oppo
sition in Canberra in May 193 1 and, fol
lowing the election, prime m inister in the 
following December? After 70 years, that 
fa ct should have seeped in. 

John Carmody 
Roseville, NSW 

Correction 
In our October edition, it was stated 
that 'only ten per cent of asylum seek
ers in detention camps get an interview 
with the Refugee Tribunal'. This is not 
correct. Refugees in Australian deten
tion camps are routinely interviewed 
by the tribunal as part of the refugee 
determination process. Of course, those 
asylum seekers in 'Pacific solution' 
camps on Nauru and in PNG do not have 
access to the tribunal. 

September 2002 Book Offer Winners 
S. Bush, Wagga Wagga, NSW; S. Houghton, Maffra, VIC; 
D. lnglcy, Lcongatha, VIC; Lourdes H ill College, Hawthorne, 
QLD; P.J. M acCarthy, Mt Claremont, WA; S. Manley, 
Kalorama, VIC; M aris! Sisters, Burwoocl, VIC; R. Smith, 
Coburg East, VIC; H.M . Thomas, Nunawacling, VIC. 

He could be in school if his community wasn't impoverished 

CC1 ritC1S A usrrC1 li C1 helps some oF rhe m osr m;ng inal ised communiries around the globe 

by add ress ing the issues oF pove rry. Th ro ugh lo ng rerm deve lopmenr p rogra ms 

we enC1ble peop le to take grea ter cont ro l o f I heir li ves. 
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By rem ember ing Ca riras A usrralia in you r Will. yo u are mak ing 

a prec io us g ifl 1ha1 b rin gs IC1sting change. 

Please call 1800 024 41 3 for more information. 

www.caritas.org.au 

Caritas Australia 
The Catholic Agency for Overseas Aid and Development 



I, nTH> SAMe LABOR PARTY that is sitting fBidy comfottably 
in office in all of the state and territory parliaments, yet doing 
so appallingly at the federal level? 

If federal Labor, now apparently reformed, is to win at 
future elections, should it be emulating what Labor premiers 
and chief ministers have been doing with such apparent suc
cess? Or can its failure to date be attributed to doing just that? 

Take a look around the states. Bob Carr, in NSW, believes 
that law and order, and pandering to community insecurity, are 
at the core of his success. He has doubled his state's prison pop
ulation, without any discernible effect on the level of crime. 
He pays assiduous attention to the radio shock jocks and to the 
belief that no-one is safe walking around the streets. 

His vigour drowns out the noise of crime and corruption 
within his own party. It ignores the fact that child welfare sys
tems in his state are in virtual collapse. It also ignores the most 
obvious signs of alienation between traditional Labor voters 
and their old party. His presidential style, and the hopeless
ness, factionalism and disorganisation of his rivals means that 
he himself can avoid the Labor tag, just as his most successful 
predecessor, Neville Wran did. Bob Carr is successful not for 
being a Labor man, but for being a big personality in a Lilliput. 

Such a winning formula was always bound to be exported. 
Now Victoria, facing an election before Carr, has adopted both 
the law-and-order trick and the focus on the personality of the 
leader. It's very much the same in Queensland, long the home 
of big-man politics (the model being Joh Bjelke-Petersen). And if 
anyone can find evidence of a distinctively Labor idea, particu
larly on anything to do with social matters, coming out of South 
Australia, Western Australia, Tasmania, Canberra or the North
ern Territory, would they please report it to the relevant ALP 
state branch secretaries, so that remedial action can be taken. 

What's dangerous about all this, from federal Labor's point 
of view, is that it means a progressive stripping away from the 
party of any real identification with constituencies, causes or 
broad approaches to issues. Factional power struggles aside, 
Labor long ago recognised that it could never win office simply 
by catering to its industrial base. So, instead, it thinks it can 
reach out to wider constituencies, identified by focus-group 
research on their aspirations, obsessions, and hopes and fears. 
Perception management becomes as important as policy. 

Both John Howard and some of the would-be Labor sav
iours have identified the 'aspirational' classes of the outer sub
urbs as a key group which must be wooed. Such people, they 
argue, are less focused on old class politics-indeed they are 
often resentful about the welfare system and its beneficiaries. 
They are supposed to be far more focused on hip-pocket issues, 
not least the mortgage interest rate. Not only has Howard been 

Outflanked 

closer to their wavelength, but many traditional Labor ideas, 
particularly ones focused on Aboriginal, feminist, immigration, 
refugee and underclass issues, excite their anger. 

The 'aspirational' classes are real enough, and the focus on 
individualism, self-improvement and self-reliance was in any 
event as much fostered by Labor during its l980s-90s reign as 
it has been by John Howard. But their situation has other fea
tures, not least an increasing alienation from any sense of com
munity, a decreasing association with any organised activity, 

and an increasing sense of siege and isolation from 
the world. 

IT's HARDLY AN EXCLUSIVELY Australian phenomenon. In Brit
ain, the pundits speak of Basildon Man, living in one of Eng
land's barometer electorates. The Demos thinktank in London 
has spoken of a decreasing sense of community and collective 
identity, and of an increasing disengagement from the political 
process 'as politicians fail to reconcile their promises of better 
public service delivery with the experience of individual citi
zens whose lives are increasingly lived in the private realm'. 

Old formal institutions, such as local councils, have 
become shells of their former selves and, when people inter
act with them, they view it as just another encounter with 
bureaucracy. Government obsession with efficiency has largely 
failed to improve the perception of public services. 

These are hardly the perceptions calculated to make 
attractive a party which still professes a faith in what collec
tive action can achieve. But they are the perceptions to which 
state Labor is pandering. In part through such pandering, the 
failure of state Labor parties to improve health, education and 
community services is not getting the attention it deserves. If 
mentioned at all, the failures are blamed on federal govern
ment-the level of government furthest from the scene, and 
the level which, thanks to Hawke, Keating and now Howard, is 
least equipped to make any difference on the ground. 

The challenge facing federal Labor is not merely the cor
ruption and complacency of party machinery happy to divide 
the spoils and patronage of state government. Labor also needs 
to make a case against the very sorts of administrations that 
the Labor state and territory governments represent. 

Simon Crean had better get on with it. John Howard's 
family package, when it finally emerges, is likely to hem in 
Labor from both right and left-from the right in being more 
cunningly tuned to modern demographics and perceptions, 
yet appealingly traditional; from the left in representing state 
intervention of a sort that Labor has not articulated. • 

Jack Waterford is editor-in-chief of The Canberra Times. 
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THE MONTH'S TRAFFIC 

Low-cost Kyoto 
27:! ECONOMISTS 

MIGHTN'T B[ WRONG 

IN MID-AUGUST the Australia Institute 
released a statement signed by 2 72 aca
demic economists, around a third of the 
country's entire profession, calling on the 
federal government to ratify the Kyoto Pro
tocol. Strangely, the statement went largely 
unreported in the Australian media . 

Among other things, the 272 econo
mists said that policy options to slow cli
mate change are already available 'without 
harming employment or living standards 
in Australia'. Importantly, they stated that 
these options 'may in fact improve pro
ductivity in the long term'. The statement 
went on: 

Economic instruments- such as carbon 
taxes or emissions trading- will be an 
important part of a comprehen ive climate 
change policy. Revenue raised from carbon 
taxes or the sale of permits can be used to 

reduce taxes elsewhere in the economy. 

The signatories included economists 
as diverse as Peter Dixon, John Hewson 
and John N evile. Bearing in mind that 
most surveys attract response rates of only 
around 40 per cent and that, for a variety of 
reasons, many academics are not prepared 
to sign public statements of this kind, this 
was a stunning response. Opponents of 
Kyoto promptly began soliciting signatures 
for a 'counter petition'. But at the time of 
writing (more than six weeks later) that 
petition had not been released, and it was 
rumoured that the list of signatories was 
embarrassingly short in both numbers and 
quality. 

The only prominent economist who 
has opposed ratification of Kyoto is Profes
sor Warwick McKibbin of the Australian 
National University. McKibbin's posi
tion reflects the fact that he is, along with 
American Peter Wilcoxen, the author of a 
competing greenhouse-reduction proposal 
which he hopes Australia will adopt. Since 
the US government has made it clear that 
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it will do nothing at all to mitigate global 
warming, and all other developed countries 
have ratified Kyoto or announced plans 
to do so, Australian ratification of Kyoto 
would effectively spell the end of the 
McKibbin-Wilcoxen plan. 

Unlike McKibbin, most Australian 
opponents of Kyoto support the US 'busi
ness as usual ' position. But as the scientific 
evidence in favour of the global-warm
ing hypothesis has firmed, advocates of 

inaction have found it increasingly dif
ficult to persuade reputable economists 
to support them. It may seem surprising 
that the Australian economics profession 
strongly supports Kyoto, given the popular 
view of economists as narrow-minded bean 
counters . It is even more surprising in view 
of repeated protestations from the Howard 
government and others that ratification of 
Kyoto would be disastrous for the Austral
ian economy. 

In reality, Kyoto is a textbook economic 
response to what economists call an 'exter
nality' problem. Fossil-fuel use or land
clearing by any one individual or country 
makes a sufficiently small difference to 
global warming that there is little reason 
for the individual or country concerned to 
take it into account. The effects are mostly 

'external ', that is, felt by others. When 
externalities arise within a single jurisdic
tion the standard economic prescription is 
a tax (in this case, a 'carbon tax'). In more 
complex cases, the economists' solution is 
the creation of a limited set of tradeable 
'emissions rights '. 

The Kyoto agreement sets targets for 
emission reductions by individual coun
tries but is agnostic about the policy 
approach used to reach them. Subsequent 

OH GOOD LORD 1 
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agreements at Bonn and Marrakesh laid the 
basis for a system of internationally trade
able emissions rights. Individual countries 
can meet their targets through regulation, 
carbon taxes or purchase of rights from 
other countries that have already met 
their targets. This approach is genera lly 
supported by economists, and even alter
natives such as the McKibbin-Wilcoxen 
plan are only marginal variants . 

Then there's the cost of implement
ing Kyoto, and of Australia 's ratification. 
Numerous economic modellers have con
cluded that these costs are very small, 
but I will rely on the work of Warwick 
McKibbin, who can scarcely be accused of 
pro-Kyoto bias. 

Assuming other countries seek to 
reduce their emissions, Australia will 



suffer some reduction in coal exports. 
McKibbin estimates that this will reduce 
GDP by around 0.5 per cent. But given that 
other countries have ratified, McKibbin 
estimates that, until about 2015, Australia 
is better off ratifying Kyoto and imple
menting emission-reduction measures 
than staying out. 

The gain is reversed after that, and a 
complete estimate of net costs requires the 
calculation of a 'present value'. The idea 
of a present value is to reduce a series of 
future gains and losses to a single present
day value, which is the amount that would 
have to be invested (or borrowed) at a given 
rate of interest to yield an equivalent flow. 
McKibbin estimates that (if existing meas
ures are taken into account) ratification 
will reduce the present value of income for 
the period 2000-2050 by 0.16 per cent. This 
is enough for McKibbin to justify his own 
opposition to Kyoto, but it's a trivial sum 
in the context of the global debate. 

To get a feel for the magnitudes, it's use
ful to remember that 0.16 per cent of GDP 
is equal to two weeks' economic growth. 
In other words, suppose that we all took 
it easy for two weeks, say, to watch the 
Olympics. During those two weeks the 
economy kept producing the same level 
of output but there was no growth in pro
ductivity. Suppose that after the two weeks 
were finished the economy returned to 
the previous rate of growth, but that the 
growth missed in those two weeks was not 
regained. This would be roughly the impact 
that McKibbin is modelling. Actually, 
since there's no net impact before 2020, a 
closer parallel would be that nothing hap
pened until 2020 and that we missed four 
weeks' growth then. 

In current monetary terms, 0.16 per 
cent of GDP is around $1 billion per year. 
By contrast, the Great Barrier Reef, which 
will almost certainly be severely damaged 
if global warming is not controlled, is esti
mated to contribute around $2 billion a 
year in economic benefits alone, and the 
ecological costs of losing it are virtually 
incalculable. 

There is, as always, a catch. Kyoto is 
a low-cost preliminary response to the 
global-warming problem, not a solution. 
If scientific evidence over the next few 
years confirms the mainstream view on 
global warming represented by the Inter
national Panel on Climate Change, sub
stantially more serious action will be 
needed. Whereas the Kyoto targets require 

archimedes 

Avoiding overkill 
IN 1967-68, 2500 FARMS IN Britain reported foot-and-mouth disease (FMD). 
About half a million animals were killed to bring it under control. The outbreak 
last year was reported from only 2030 farms, but more than six-and-a-half mil
lion animals were slaughtered, costing the British economy over A$35 billion. 
What went wrong? And what can Australia learn? 

FMD is a viral disease of cloven-hoofed ruminants: cattle, sheep, pigs, 
goats, deer and water buffalo. It is highly contagious, resulting in listlessness 
and blisters around the feet and mouth. The virus does not affect humans or 
food safety and most animals recover. But FMD causes such severe production 
losses, in meat and milk, that any region with an outbreak is quarantined from 
world trade for at least six months, more likely years. That would be a major 
disaster for Australia with its A$8 billion-a-year meat export industry. 

Last year's UK outbreak got off to a bad start, according to Dr Paul Kitch
ing, the director of Canada's National Centre for Foreign Animal Disease in 
Winnipeg. At the time he was department head of the exotic diseases laboratory 
at the Institute for Animal Health in Pirbright, England, as well as head of the 
world reference laboratory for FMD. 

The disease was traced to a piggery near Newcastle, but by the time the 
authorities could swing into action it was being reported from the north to the 
south-west. It reached Scotland, Northern Ireland, France and Holland before 
being stopped. The timing could not have been worse politically-one month 
before a general election. Tony Blair turned to his scientific advisory committee. 
Not one member of that committee was a vet, but they had expertise in mathe
matical modelling; they asked four groups to project the course of the outbreak. 
The resulting models so concerned the government that it took responsibility 
for fighting the disease out of the hands of the Ministry of Agriculture and gave 
it to a centralised scientific committee without veterinary expertise. 

This committee ruled that any animals with the disease must be slaugh
tered within 24 hours. However, the models were founded on at least four basic 
assumptions that were incorrect in veterinary terms. Also, 24 hours did not 
allow vets to test animals to confirm they really had FMD. Kitching estimates 
that about half the animals killed were probably not infected. 

So how does this affect Australia? It's pretty clear, says Kitching, that mass 
slaughter of animals as the sole method of containing FMD is unacceptable 
politically and socially. The alternative is limited slaughtering combined with 
vaccination. But current vaccines occasionally infect animals and create virus 
carriers in the population. 

That leaves Australia with two priorities: to have a plan of action for dealing 
with an FMD outbreak before it occurs, and to develop better vaccines. Australia 
may have to import live FMD virus (as Canada has just done)- most likely into 
the Australian Animal Health Laboratory in Geelong, one of the world's most 
secure bio-containment facilities. But before that can happen, Australia's farmers 
will need convincing of the merit and safety of doing so-not an easy task. • 

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer. 
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most developed countries to hold emis
sions at 1990 levels, a serious response will 
require both substantial cuts in emissions 
from more developed countries and con
straints on the emissions of less developed 
countries. Unlike Kyoto, this will have a 
discernible impact on material standards of 
living. But the alternative of doing nothing 
will have consequences too awful to con
template, including species extinction on 
an unparalleled scale. 

In essence, Kyoto is a low-cost agree
ment that sets up the mechanisms, such 
as emissions trading systems, that will be 
needed for any serious response to global 
warming. And it requires a preliminary 
show of good faith from the developed 
countries. In the unlikely event of new 
evidence showing that the global-warming 
problem has been overstated, or of the 
invention of a cheap and simple techno
logical 'fix', we will have incurred a mod
est cost for no benefit. But if the problem 
is as bad as the International Panel says it 
is, or even worse, ratification of Kyoto will 
greatly reduce the costs of reaching a more 
comprehensive solution in the future. 

-John Quiggin 

Big city blues 
TH[ 200-KILOMETRE CITY 

H ow DOES A NEW chum come to grips 
with Brisbane? The ads tell us that Queens
land is 'beautiful one day, perfect the next', 
but they have nothing to say about Bris
bane. In fact one of the greatest difficulties 
confronting Brisbane is that southerners' 
perceptions of the entire state are domi
nated by the successful barrage of tourist 
advertising over the last three decades. 
Queensland has only 21 per cent of Aus
tralia's population, but 53 per cent of tour
ist accommodation. Does anything else 
actually happen here? Not according to 
the billboards on the way to Tullamarine 
airport. 

I've lived most of my life in the Sydney/ 
Canberra/Melbourne triangle, where devel
opers have to take over much-loved con
vents or rehabilitate toxic sites to find the 
space to build apartments. In Brisbane they 
simply buy parcels of abandoned industrial 
land. But in attempting to come to grips 
with the development-at-any-cost regime 
of Joh Bjelke and the 'Smart State', new
economy push of Premier Beattie, I do 
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have some Queensland credentials, which 
helps . 

Starting from Victoria, the assault on 
the north by the Labor-voting side of the 
family began with the opening of Spear
ritt's Federal Cafe in Cooktown in 1900. 
They never made much money there, or 
at bakeries in Bundaberg and Brisbane. 
Meanwhile, my Country Party ancestors 
took up land for next to nothing in south 
Burnett in the early 1900s and have never 
looked back. My maternal grandfather, 
who trained to be a farmer at Melbourne 
University's Dookie branch, went north to 
become a Ford dealer, farmer and finally a 
subdivider for southerners keen to retire at 
Buderim. 

My knowledge of what has become 
the longest strip of urban development in 
Australia, the 200 kilometres from Noosa 
to the Tweed, is based on family holidays 
along that strip over the past 50 years. In 
the 1950s and '60s they were camping holi
days; since the 1970s, when apartments 
replaced many of the camping grounds, 
they have been more urban. Miraculously, 
some of the camping grounds still remain, 
the only bit of egalitarian real estate left in 
coastal Queensland. The fibro cinemas of 
my youth are long since gone: in their place 
are some of Australia's most expensive 
apartments. During the winter months, 
Noosa becomes a veritable colony of 
Toorak, with real estate prices to match. 

South East Queensland is proud to be 
the fastest growing urban area in Australia, 
with a 25 per cent population increase in 
the last decade. But there is trouble round 
the corner. The freeway system that serv
ices the growth, with the Gateway as its 
centrepiece, has helped turn this region 
into a 200-kilometre city. 

Intriguingly, the Gateway bridge and 
freeway, opened in 1986, effectively take 
tourists and business people from the 
airport to the Gold Coast and the Sun
shine Coast without the need to come 
into Brisbane. Both coasts have university 
campuses and increasingly diverse employ
ment opportunities. Indeed, the Southport 
Campus of Griffith University will soon 
have more students than the university's 
foundation campus in Nathan, south-west 
of the Brisbane CBD. 

Unlike Sydney, Brisbane is not separated 
from its north and south coasts by huge 
national parks. Imagine Sydney without 
the Ku-ring-gai Chase and Royal National 
Parks. Both Sydney and Melbourne have 

more protected water catchment areas than 
our 200-kilometre city, where run-off from 
small rural allotments poses a huge risk in 
the near future . 

Developers compete for prime residen
tial parcels of land with freeway access. 
Even accommodation for aged people is 
built abutting freeways because the land 
is cheaper. For the time being, motorists 
enjoy quick travel times- at least outside 
peak hour. But the freeways cut across the 
landscape and encourage small hinterland 
towns to embrace suburban subdivisions 
in the township and small rural allotments 

beyond. The costs of providing a safe and 
adequate water supply, health facilities and 
affordable energy to such haphazard sub
divisions can be immense. 

The scale of the transport crisis facing 
this region must not be underestimated. 
The recent Brisbane City Transport Plan 
shows that public transport usage has 
fallen from 11 per cent of all trips in 
1976 to six per cent now. This region has 
become extraordinarily dependent on the 
private car, making it difficult for any 
political party to introduce the state petrol 
tax so urgently needed to fund both public 
transport and the road system. We inhabit 
a region where there will be strong popula
tion growth at both younger and older age 
levels . None of the former group and only a 
proportion of the latter can drive, let alone 
afford to maintain a car. 

This 200-kilometre city desperately 
needs a mass transit system that links 
the major centres, without having to cater 
for the current sprawling development, 
which would inevitably make such a sys
tem uneconomic. Much more use should 
be made of the existing rail infrastructure, 
both within metro Brisbane and beyond, 
especially the Ipswich line, and new devel
opment should be encouraged within reach 
of the City Council's busway system. 



Melbourne now has the eighth bigges t 
tramway system in the world and is a much 
better city for it. Even brash Sydney, where 
the NRMA lobbied successfully to get rid 
of trams, has reintroduced light rail on 
some inner-city routes. Both of those cities 
have attempted to make amends for past 
mistakes by announcing (in Melbourne's 
case, just a few weeks ago) a renewed effort 
to concentrate new office, residential and 
commercial development around transport 
'nodes'. Every major office centre in Syd
ney is on the rail system, and the majority 
of new apartments are within walking dis
tance of rail. Only a handful of Brisbane's 
shopping malls have rail access, with other 
car-based centres allowed to develop well 
away from rail, necessitating continuing 
expenditure on car parks, busways and 
buses. 

If the boosters of Brisbane, Gold Coast 
and Sunshine Coast want this to become 
a grea t metropolis, one day outstripping 
Melbourne and luring sustainable eco
nomic activity northwards, citizens have 
to start thinking now about how to fash
ion a 200-kilometre city which may well 
have to accommodate 3.4 million people 
within the next two decades. It is already 
housing 2.4 million people, 1.8 million 
in the immediate Brisbane area. The only 
large area of green space left to the north 
of the city-the pine plantations currently 
overseen by the Department of Primary 
Industries-could well be sold off for sub
urban development. Even now it is not too 
late to create a national park to protect all 
the Glasshouse Mountains, currently being 
encroached on by suburban subdivisions. 
What other medium-sized city in the world 
would compromise such a great natural 
asset right on its doorstep? 

In the early 1980s opponents of the 
Bjelke-Petersen government's pro-devel
opment push coined the bumper sticker 
'See Queensland before Joh sells it '. Today 
South East Queensland is still reeling from 
four decades of laissez-faire subdivision. 
The beaches, the bays, the rivers and the 
natural landscapes which make this such 
an attractive place for locals and tour
ists must not be compromised by haphaz
ard suburban development. But this will 
require concerted action now by citizens 
and the many local governments and state 
government departments that preside over 
this region. As a comparative newcomer, 
I'll be watching with interest. 

- Peter Spearritt 

1 a e 

Sense and spirituality 
I T's A coMMON vrEw TODAY that the Western world has becom e a less religious 
place and that this decline has ga thered pace over the last 50 years. To support 
this opinion, people point to declining church attendances as well as the find 
ings of censuses and surveys which tell us that an increasing number of people 
s tate they have no religion, that N ew Age practices and Eastern religions are 
spreading, and that a growing number of people consider themselves Christian 
while they express beliefs that move outside Christian orthodoxy. 

Some theologians and sociologists reflect on this decline, identifying 
scientific and technological change and the consumer revolution as the vehicles 
through which people have become bored with God, been lured into sinfulness, 
or have seen their former belief as illusion or supers tition. 

But does this general picture of decline really capture what is happening in 
our world? This is a crucial question for the church because the way in which 
the church responds to the question, even if the response is unarticulated, 
deeply shapes the way it proclaims the Gospel. 

Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor thinks that we need to look beyond 
the notion of decline. He argues that explanations of secularisation in terms 
of loss or decline capture some dimensions of what is happening but are 
ultimately inadequate. They do not account for the large cultural shifts in self
understanding that mark this period and undergird the new place of religion and 
the way in which it has come to be understood. 

Earlier this year, Taylor published Varieties of Religion Today (Harvard), 
a small book that summarises some of his extensive work on secularisation. 
He traces the changing place of religion over the past five centuries and argues 
that contemporary Western culture is coloured by 'expressive individualism ', a 
movement that has its origins in the late 18th century but has become a mass 
phenomenon since the 1960s. The fundamental understanding at work in the 
expressivist outlook is, as Taylor puts it: 

that each of us has his or her own way of realising one's own humanity, and that it is 
important to find and live out one's own, as against surrendering to conformity with 
a model imposed from outside, by society, or the previous generation, or religious or 
political authority. 

According to Taylor, faith finds a new place in expressivist culture. In this 
outlook my faith must not only be my choice, it must also 'speak to mei it must 
make sense in terms of my spiritual development as I understand this '. 

Of course, expressivist culture has spawned superficial spiritual expres
sions but it has also brought about at a cultural level an understanding of faith 
as personal commitment that has always been important to the Christian tra
dition. For theologians like Augustine and Karl Rahner, a person's faith brings 
together their whole self and expresses their way of being in the world. If this 
were not happening, it would raise the question of whether we are dealing with 
Wili~ill. • 

James McEvoy teaches at Catholic Theological College, Adelaide. 
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Hooked 
COVcRNMlNT\ C ATIIOIICS 

\NI) CAMHLINC. 

H ow MUCH DOES A soft spot for a flut
ter cripple the Catholic response to the 
increasing social problems arising from 
gambling in Australia? 

Fr Peter Norden SL based in Melbourne 
and Policy Director of Jesuit Social Services 
Australia, has a theological explanation for 
the benign Catholic view: 'We see gam
bling as recreation and a positive pursuit, 
an exercise of freedom. This contrasts with 
the classic Protestant position that gam
bling is inherently evil because the income 
is gained through a game of chance, rather 
than the sweat of the brow.' 

Whatever the influence of other reli
gions, it is the Catholic position that 
has historically dominated our nation's 
approach to gambling. Unlike Americans, 
who inherited Puritan values from their 
forebears, we don't see gambling as a vice, 
unless in excess. 

Professor Jan McMillen, Executive Direc
tor of the Australian Institute for Gambling 
Research (AIGR) based in Sydney, explains 
that until only recently, gambling was the 
shadowy twin of Australian welfare. 

'We built our national icons, the Har
bour Bridge and the Opera House, with 
lottery revenue, and many of our public 
hospitals and community projects have 
been funded through gambling,' she says. 

Catholics embraced the ethos with 
gusto, playing Saturday night bingo, rais
ing funds through lotteries and building 
Catholic clubs. 

The Ashfield Catholic and Community 
Club in Sydney's inner west is a good exam
ple. It was formed to raise revenue for the 
local Catholic school in an era when there 
were no government subsidies for Catholic 
education. Today, the club does not fund 
schooling and has no obvious relation
ship with the Catholic Church, although it 
donates around $70,000 per annum to the 
St Vincent de Paul Society and Mary Mac
Killop outreach programs. Other Catholic 
clubs make similar donations to Catholic 
charities. The Catholic Club Castlcrcagh 
Street's charities include St Mary's Cathe
dral, the Little Sisters of the Poor and St 
Vincent's Hospital, Sydney. 

In the 1970s our society shook off its 
traditional association between gambling 
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and charity when several forms of gam
bling, such as TABs, were handed over to 
the private sector. 

Today, each of the states manages gam
ing in slightly different ways. The ACT 
and NSW, then Queensland, are the states 
most saturated with poker machines. And 
gaming profits from poker machines have 
grown phenomenally in the last ten years. 

AIGR research shows that the ACT has 
219.9 poker machines per 10,000 adults, 
NSW 209 .6 and Queensland 126.8. By 
2000, poker machines in NSW hotels and 
clubs were turning over $36.9 billion a 
year. And disturbingly, research done in 

NSW and Victoria shows that the great
est proportion of poker machine revenue 
cornes from households in areas that suffer 
the most financial and social disadvantage, 
on a range of measures . 

The AIGR report, Distribution and 
Social Consequences of Gaming Machines 
in Sydney Clubs, illustrates this compre
hensively. 'It isn't rocket science. Over a 
five-year period we simply took data on 
gaming and overlaid it with data on indica
tors of economic and social disadvantage,' 
Professor McMillen says. 

The results were as striking as they 
were disturbing, challenging the traditional 
view that gambling is only problematic for 
the up to two per cent of individuals who 
gamble to excess, and their families. 

Even the most cursory of glances 
through the NSW Department of Gaming 
and Racing's Gaming Analysis for August 
2000 (the last one published) shows that the 
areas with the most poker machines line 
up with those with the biggest social prob
lems. The five top-earning poker machine 
clubs, in order, were in Penrith, Belmore, 
Parramatta, Rooty Hill and Mount Pritch
ard, all areas that do it tough. 

But also among the top 200 were five 
Catholic clubs operating at six sites: Liv
erpool Catholic Club, Campbelltown 
Catholic Club, Illawarra Catholic Club at 
Hurstville, Lidcomc Catholic Workman's 
Club, Illawarra Catholic Club at Menai 
and Ashfield Catholic and Community 
Club . At these clubs, poker machines 
might typically provide 80 per cent of the 
club's revenue. 

Aoife Duffy is a counsellor with Rela
tionships Australia and specialises in gam
bling problems in the Logan/Ipswich area, 
a region of Queensland with an abundance 
of poker machines. She has not followed 
the academic studies but when I quote 
them she says they reinforce what those in 
the field know: 'There are too many poker 
machines in some areas and when there 
are too many poker machines they leach 
the wealth out of the community around 
them. 

'I don't know whether poker machines 
arc purposely built in areas of disadvantage 
but I certainly sec a pattern where there 
arc a lot of machines in areas with very lit
tle alternative form of entertainment. Cli
ents say to me that they can't go to places 
where there arc no poker machines because 
there'd be nowhere to go. ' 

Working within the Catholic para
digm, Peter Norden says it is inappropri
ate to suggest restricting the freedom to 
gamble. 'You can't propose shutting clubs 
in disadvantaged areas,' he says. Instead, 
he believes that the venues, including the 
Catholic clubs, need to ensure that the 
freedom of patrons is not denied through, 
for example, lack of visible clocks, lack 
of access to natural lighting and too easy 
access to ATMs. 

The role of government in rescuing its 
communities from gambling-related prob
lems is currently compromised. Professor 
McMillen points out that as gambling was 
opened up in the 1970s, the Fraser govern
ment simultaneously cut spending on wel
fare to the states. The states then had to 
raise their own taxes and started collecting 
the 'sin taxes'-on alcohol, tobacco and 
gambling. 

If today's poker machines deplete com
munity resources instead of building them, 
the impact can only get worse. Predictions 
are that the amount of revenue from poker 
machines in Austra lia is set to rise, despite 
recent talk of restrictions. NSW Budget 
estimates show that gaming machine rev
enue alone will go up to $907 million by 
2004-2005-a dramatic increase on current 
figures . - Margaret Rice 

This month's contributors: John Quiggin 
is an Australian Research Council Senior 
Fellow based at the Australian National 
University and Queensland University of 
Technology; Peter Spearritt is Executive 
Director of the Brisbane Institute; Margaret 
Rice is a freelance journalist. 



THE REG ION 

No news wasn't 
good news 

Indonesia dropped out of the headlines, 

E but the cris is cont inued. Greg Barton reports. 

OR AusTRALIANS 12 October 2002 has joined that Indonesia was a regular contender for front-page 
11 September 2001 as a date whose horror will remain coverage. First came the dramatic denouement of the 
for a lifetime. Having come to terms with living in an Suharto regime, with the heady days of new political 
age when the awful reality of a terrorist strike, beamed parties, maverick campaigners and the first genuine 
around the globe on real-time television, can exceed elections in 44 years. Then there were the highs and 
the fervid imaginings of Hollywood, we are being lows of East Timor's referendum, the shock election 
confronted once more. This time death has come into of President Wahid and the quixotic years that fol-
an especially loved corner of our own backyard. For lowed as he pushed hopelessly for reform on a dozen 
countless ordinary, suburban Australians, Bali was fronts at once, ending unceremoniously, but peace-
a little bit of familiar paradise next door. But Bali is fully, with a 'constitutional coup' that saw Megawati 
not Australia, it is part of Indonesia and it shares Indo- finally back in the palace that she had grown up in. 
nesia's problems. And one of Indonesia's problems, as Under the ever-smiling but mostly silent Mega-
we now know all too well, is terrorism. wati Sukarnoputri, things had been very much less 

After a year of living uneventfully, Indonesia is dramatic of late. But was no news good news? Sup-
once again living dangerously. As bad as 12 October porters of the new administration would certainly 
was, it is all too likely that worse is yet to come. If claim so, and to be fair they have the figures to back 
President Megawati does not now show the hitherto up their claims. The rupiah has strengthened mod-
unseen strength to act decisively, deftly and wisely, estly and has stabilised at around 9000 to the US 
we are going to witness a return to instability and dollar, growth is steady at around three-and-a-half to 
uncertainty. four per cent-still only half the pre-crisis rate but 

Even before 12 October, attention within the tolerable in the short run-and the national debt is 
political and military elite was shifting to the 2004 down to only 80 per cent of GOP, impossibly high but 
general elections. Nevertheless, Megawati had largely still 20 per cent better than it was 12 months ago. 
escaped the sort of hysterical scapegoating and even It needs also to be said that, unlike her garrulous 
demonising that had marked the final year of the and bellicose predecessor, Megawati rarely made con-
Wahid presidency. Many thought that she might yet troversial statements and seldom made controver-
prove to be the least worst option to 'lead' the govern- sial decisions. Her cabinet line-up, which includes a 
ment in the coming term. After all, few within the number of credible technocrats, remained as it was the 
elite had any reason to feel that she was threatening day that she first a1mounced it. Unlike Wahid she had 
their interests with reforms or major initiatives, and not made endless changes to her administration and 
no political parties felt sufficiently confident about she had not been caught up in running battles with 
their strength to risk alienating her this early. The parliamentarians, party leaders and military generals. 
bombing in Bali changes all that. It is no longer suf- Credit also needs to be given to Megawati for 
ficient to take a 'no news is good news' approach to the fact that on her watch several significant legis-
managing Indonesia. lative reforms have been passed. During its annual 

If Indonesia had rather dropped out of the session in August this year the Peoples' Consulta-
news over the past 12 months it was hardly sur- tive Assembly, looking to the 2004 general elections, 
prising. After all, in the five years since the Asian agreed to move to the direct election of the president 
Economic Crisis first bore down on the hapless and vice-president, to guarantee the independence of 
nation, a succession of incredible stories ensured the Electoral Commission, to end the appointment of 
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military and police representatives to the parliament, 
and to establish a Constitutional Court. 

Alongside these structural reforms was the 
symbolically significant imprisonment of Tommy 
Suharto, enfant terrible of the New Order regime, 
and a guilty verdict against Akbar Tandjung, chair
man of President Suharto's Golkar party and leader 
of the parliament. Even though it is impossible to 

verify whether Tommy is actually doing it tough on 
a prison island off the north coast of Java, and even 
though Akbar has defiantly stayed on as Speaker of 
parliament while appealing his conviction, there is 

finally a sense that the cronies of the former regime 
are not completely untouchable. 

It might be argued, of course, that while these 
important developments came to fruition under Pres
ident Megawati they were initiated under President 
Wahid. But at least Megawati, despite some earlier 
misgivings (she was none too keen on the idea of 
direct presidential elections, for example, nor was it 
at all clear that she would push the military from par
liament), has stayed the course and contributed to an 

environment in which the reforms could 
occur. 

IF THIS souNDS LIKE 'damning with faint praise' 
then there is a reason. Even before 12 October Indo
nesia was in deep trouble, but now the reality of just 
how troubled the nation is can no longer be so simply 
dismissed. 

After three decades of authoritarian, mili
tary-backed rule, it stands in need of profound and 
far-reaching reforms, lest the current transition to 
democracy ends in economic and political stagna
tion. Indonesia might not necessarily end up as a 
'failed state' like, say, Pakistan, but it is currently 
doing a good impression of being a 'messy state'. 
Unless it gets serious about sys temic reform, genuine 
change of the sort that seemed almost certain four 
years ago might prove but a pipedream. 

With annual economic growth at around eight 
per cent and Jakarta developing a skyline to rival Sin
gapore's, Suharto's New Order Indonesia was widely 
admired and gen erously supported. The international 
community did have concerns about human-rights 
abuses and limits to freedoms but it was felt that 
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authoritarianism might be the price that had to be 
paid for nation-building and development. Institu
tions as senior as the World Bank were aware that at 
least 20 per cent of all money they lent was lost to 
corruption, but this was felt to be a level of 'leakage' 
that they could live with-provided that the nation 
continued to develop. Sadly, the reality of New Order 
Indonesia only became truly apparent after it was 
over. The regime, it is now clear, was not quite the 
efficient and effective machine for development that 
it had for so long been taken to be. In reality it was a 
rentier regime, or at least it had become so by the late 

1980s when the technocrats were no longer centre 
stage. The first family and their cronies were guided 
less by a rational approach to economic development 
than by greed and opportunism expressed in the 
franchising of rent-seeking scams and monopolies, 
such as the disastrous profusion of private banks that 
tipped Indonesia over the edge in 1997. 

Sadly, under Megawati there has been little sign 
of any real change in this pattern of behaviour. In 
fact, while it is impossible to prove, there are strong 
indications that Taufik Kiemas, Megawati's husband, 
is rapidly assembling a network of deals tori val those 
of the fabled Ibu Tien 'ten per cent' Suharto. 

On its own, this corrupt tradition would be a 
serious obstacle to reform today. Unfortunately it 
is compounded by the presence of a dominant and 
thoroughly corrupted military. Although Suharto 
depended on the military to stay in power, he did not 
pay them for their service; instead, he licensed them 
to raise money whichever way they could. Since its 
genesis in the messy nationalist revolution against 
the Dutch, the Indonesian military has never been 
properly funded. Today, as it has for decades, it has to 

raise around 70 per cent of its operational funds itself. 
It used to be said that much of this money came from 
legitima te, or at least semi-legitimate, businesses like 
hospitality, forestry and mining. Recent studies have 
revealed, however, that almost all of the military 's 
business foundations are now insolvent. Since the 
economic crisis, the main source of revenue appears 
to have been largely generated by criminal activity, 
deriving not so much from the brothels and casinos 
of Jakarta but from the troubled provinces of Aceh, 
West Papua and Maluku. 



Today it would be a brave or foolhardy researcher 
who would venture into such regions to uncover the 
extent of the military's dirty business . So perhaps 
we have to accept that Megawati really does not 
understand just how very venal military corruption 
has become, and that it is her naturally conservative 
nationalist instincts that cause her to allow them 
such a significant voice in her cabinet and to have 
such unfettered control of outlying provinces . 

To be fair to Megawati, those two other diabolic 
inheritances from the Suharto regime-a corrupt 
judiciary and legal apparatus and an inefficient, 
corrupt and self-serving bureaucracy that is truly 
Kafkaesque in its control of state affairs-leave all 
reformers with the impression that they are not so 
much battling upstream as swimming in treacle. And 
it would help no-one but her rivals if Megawati began 
to imitate Wahid and fight battles for reform on more 
fronts than she could possibly win. She would do 
well, all the same, to draw from the example of her 
erstwhile friend and seriously face up to the need for 
profound reform. Prior to 12 October, Indonesia's 
crisis evidently did not seem so acute to those at the 
top, but to deny that the country had deep problems 
was always to court disaster in the longer term. Now 
neith er the international community nor her own 
rivals will be content to allow Megawati to be a do
nothing president. 

Megawati must now either exercise power or 
suffer the humiliation of having power incrementally 
taken from her. 

If the president's team is smart they will stand 
back and allow America to exert maximum pressure 
on the leadership of the Indonesian military to break 
all links with radical Islamist militia and reveal all 
that they know about their networks. This course of 
action presents the only hope for averting ongoing 
sectarian violence in Indonesia. If Megawati stum
bles, even just for a few weeks, trouble is likely to 
erupt again, possibly even beginning with her beloved 
Bali, where Balinese anger at economic colonisa tion 
by Java has long been building up. And, of course, 
without swift and decisive action, the people behind 
12 October are likely to strike again. 

More trouble in Indonesia will see Megawati 's 
old rivals coalesce and join forces against her. Akbar 
Tandjung might be down but he is by no means out. 
If he can retain the leadership of Golkar then it is 
highly likely that he will steer his party away from 
continuing its partnership with Megawati's PDI-P 
(Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle). It is very 
likely that the outspoken vice-president Hamzah, 
who leads the Islamist PPP (United Development 
Party)- Indonesia's fourth-largest party-will line up 
with Akbar and Golkar. As will Amien Rais, Speaker 
of the People's Consultative Assembly and leader of 
PAN (N ational Mandate Party), the fifth -largest party. 
PAN was conceived of as a moderate Muslim party 
but many moderates left the party when Amien con-

tinued to associate with radical Islamist issues and 
individuals. It is inevitable that a Golkar- PPP-PAN 
alliance would also attract the support of the smaller, 
extremist, Islamist parties. 

Even if Megawati does act decisively, however, 
and allow pressure to be brought to bear on recalci
trant elem ents within the military, there is still a 
grave risk that this will only lead to an even worse 
situation developing in the medium term. Unless all 
parties struggling to deal with 12 October- includ
ing not just Megawati's administration but the US 
and Australia-think beyond the immediate problem 
of working with the Indonesian military to rein in 
radical Islamist militants, they risk returning an only 
partially reformed military to a position of domi
nance. And not only will a heavy-handed, militaristic 
approach to dealing with radical Islamism backfire 
in the longer term, it might also return to power the 
very people who created so many of Indonesia's prob
lems in the first place. 

To suggest Indonesia might see the rise of a 
'Pervez Musharraf' in the short-to-medium term is 
probably a gross exaggeration. But we should not 
ignore the possibility of a 'Vladimir Putin' . • 

Greg Barton is the author of Abdurrahman Wahid: 
Muslim Democrat, Indon esian President (UNSW 
Press, 2002). 
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I H>ARD GEORGE W. BusH quoted the othcr d•y on ' TV 
newsbreak. I had set aside for a moment the various issues 
of Nature, New Scientist and the Nietzsche News Monthly 
that I was avidly devouring, in order to watch a session of the 
test match between Pakistan and Australia being played in 
Sri Lanka. At the tea interval there was a swift dose of inter
national news, and that's when Dubya was quoted. He said that 
if we didn't watch out, the 'smoking gun could come in the 
form of a mushroom cloud'. 

When the program returned to the cricket, special com 
m ents man Keith Stackpole said that Glenn McGrath had 
been working very hard on improving his bowling, a process 
which, h e emphasised, 'had been well dialogued'. If the mental 
gymnastics occasioned by the idea of a sm oking gun m eta
morphosing into a mushroom cloud were migraine territory, 
this dialoguing business was downright distracting, giving rise 
instantly to a little scenario that went like this: 

In terviewer: Would it be fair to say you've been working very 
hard on your bowling, Glenn? 
GM: That's true, mate, I have. 
Int.: You've been working hard at it, then? 
GM: Absolutely, really working, doing the hard yards. 
Int.: So you're giving the old hard work a real belting at th e 
moment. 
GM: Yes, mate. I'm gett ing stuck right into hard work on the 
bowling front. 
Int.: I see, so this would mean that you ... 

reckon if you could show that had happened, you could 
account Glenn McGrath's commitment to work as having been 
'well dialogued '. 

Dubya's smoking gun is a bit more difficult . I suppose a 
smoking gun could, at a pinch, present itself in the form of a 
mushroom cloud. I guess if you really wanted to get into the 
swing of things, a smoking gun could appear as a BMW 323i. 
But all in all, I think a smoking gw1 would be odds on to reveal 
itself as a smoking gun. 

Stacky's 'dialogue' proposition might cause you to specu
late that he favoured roughly the same kind of thought pro
cesses, the same innovative and maverick word associations 
as Dubya, but that would be a facile judgment. The test match 
between Pakistan and Australia was being played in Sri Lanka 
because, not to put too fine a point on it, there were too many 
smoking guns and rumours of smoking guns in Pakistan, 
the putative host country. So the teams fought it out at the 
P. Saravanamuttu Stadium in Colombo, a venue reasonably 
unfamiliar to both teams and to the commentators. If P. Sara
vanamuttu was a Sri Lankan burgher whose peerless record of 
public service concealed a life of colourful and exotic excess, 

Word-mongering 

the commentators didn't know about it. In short, they lacked the 
fund of lore and story readily available at more famous ovals. 

Cricket grounds, for example, always have ends. At 
Adelaide Oval there's the Cathedral End; at Lord's there's the 
Nursery End; at the Gabba there's the splendidly predatory 
Vulture Street End; at Sydney Cricket Ground there is the Uni
versity of N ew South Wales End, if you believe former test fast 
bowler, now commentator, Geoff Lawson . It may be that an 
exaggerated loyalty to his alma mater induces Lawson to use 
this slightly clumsy formulation because his fellow comm en
tators, less burdened by a scholarly past, seem to favour the 
Randwick End. 

At the P. Saravan amuttu Stadium in Colombo, there is 
apparently no end to speak of. It's not that the lineaments of 
the oval disappear into a wavering, exis tential time warp at 
their extremities. It 's just that there are no colourful identify
ing characteristics or possibilities at ei ther or even at one end 

of the ground to lend it romance and have its nomen
clature pass into lore. 

I 'M NOT SURE IF Sri Lankans are known for their no-nonsense 
approach to life and cricket grounds. As a matter of fact, they 
made scarcely any approach to the P. Saravanamuttu Stadium, 
let alone a no-nonsense one. There were 50 people at a liberal 
estimate to watch the game begin and 17 adults and 28 kids on 
ensuing days-almost certainly the same 17 and 28-rattling 
round in the stands and running the boundary. 

Anyway, whatever may be the psychological truth of the 
Sri Lankan attitude, they call one end of the P. Saravanamuttu 
Stadium the Media End (because-well, you've guessed it) and 
the other end the Air Force Flats End. And this is where Stacky 
showed he was no sucker for Dubya's brand of kite-flying, pea
and-thimble-trick metaphor. On the contrary, he favoured a 
merciless limpidity. 

The Air Force Flats End, he suggested, quite possibly 
derived its name from the large block of flats that could be 
seen towering beyond the stadium fence where, quite likely, 
there were air force personnel in residence, he added-nailing 
it down. Vision accompanying this observation showed air 
force singlets hanging out on lines strung across the Air Force 
Flats balconies and unmistakably air force personnel shadowy 
behind windows. In Dubya-speak, here was an airborne strike 
facility with clear and present singlets of mass production. 

He might as well have said that. The first casualty of war 
may be truth, but the second is meaning because, as Orwell 
observed years ago, warmongers can 't afford to m ean-they can 
only incite. Give me Stacky any day. • 

Brian Matthews is a writer and academic. 
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However you define them and whichever way you measure them, 
non-government organisations (NGOs) play a vital but often overlooked 
role in the Australian community, and in our relations with the rest of the 
world. 

Thi s 'th ird sector' takes in an enormous range of activity, from the voluntary 
fire brigade in Michae l McGirr's home town of Gunning (see page 30) to the 
major overseas aid organisations contracted by the Australian government 
to deliver humanitarian relief (page 32). NGOs take up unpopular causes, 
catalyse communities and-sometimes controversially-perform welfare 
services on behalf of state and federal governments. 

In this specia l edition of Eureka Street, edited by Peter Browne from 
the Institute for Socia l Research at Swinburne University, we look at the 
contribution of NGOs, the pressures and dilemmas many of them face, and 
what they tell us about the state of Austra I ian society. 
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Local heroes 
In Sydney's west, the over-heated debate over 'aspirational ' voters masks 

a much more complex reality, reports David Burchell. 

E RHH, tN SYDNEY'S out« west, 
has changed dramatically over the past 
decade or so. Still a hard-nosed town of 
tradespeople and service workers, with a 
matter-of-fact outlook on the world, it 's 
also unmistakably on a roll. In the city 
centre the shops are stocked to the rafters 
with the latest electrical and electronic 
gear, and on the town's southern outskirts 
the new Glenmore Park estate is being 
promoted with giant freeway billboards 
that make it sound like an Olde Worlde 
English village transported to the banks of 
the N epean River. South Penrith, which 
straddles the flat territory between the 
city centre and the freeway, is the most 
obvious beneficiary of these good times. 
The houses are all cut from the same 
cloth, with their front windows in the 
same places, yet the driveways are lined 
with lovingly polished late-model family 
cars, tokens of prosperity which compen
sate for the almost complete absence of 
an integrated public transport network. 
The parks are neat and well maintained, 
if light on for facilities, and it is never dif
ficult to find a parking space. 

South Penrith Youth and Neighbour
hood Services (SPYNS) opera tes out of a 
squat building in a quiet part of Penrith. 
On one side is a broad oval studded with 
occasional gums; on another what would 
nowadays be called the 'educational pre
cinct ' of Jamison High School and York 
Primary School, all '70s brown-brick 
buildings bordered by high wire fences. 
It 's school holidays, and nothing is hap
pening. Behind is the local child-care 
centre, and behind it again the Southlands 
Shopping Centre, a burgeoning collection 
of low-roofed, open-plan shops herald
ing the new-found affluence of the area. 

This is 'aspirational' territory. In front of 
Southlands, a female security officer scans 
the occupants of parked cars for undesira 
bles, and speaks in an official fashion into 
a walkie-talkie. About a kilometre due 
south, the M4 motorway sweeps urgently 
towards the bright lights of Sydney. The 
CBD is about 50 kilometres away as the 
crow flies-and the crow and the freeway 
would describe roughly equal paths. 

Maree McDermott, SPYNS's manager, 
meets me at the door with friendly effi
ciency, and ushers m e into the airy office 
that she shares with one of the centre's 
community workers. There are pos ters on 
the walls, and a vase sports a collection of 
Australian flags-the official, the Eureka 
and the Aboriginal. Fearing it might 
inhibit her from speaking freely, I'd left 
the borrowed tape recorder behind, and 
was relying on a notebook and my crabbed 
scrawl. I needn 't have worried. She's only 
too happy to talk, and once her mind 
has adjusted from its workday focus she 
strings together long sequences of reflec
tions about the job, the centre, th e state 
of community services and, indeed, the 
times. She's well read in the field, and has 
a strong knowledge of current academic 
debates in community services; there's a 
lot of thinking going on in the sector that 
perhaps too rarely gets a public airing. 

It 's not so much that she's constrained 
from speaking out, she explains; the 
problem is getting someone to listen to 
the complaints. Small organisations like 
SPYNS aren't media-friendly, and they 
often find it difficult to get the ear of peak 
bodies. Occasionally, direct complaints to 
government bodies ge t results. Recently, 
for instance, SPYNS rejected a govern
ment contract document on the grounds 

that it tied them to unreasonable under
takings in advance. The department was 
miffed. (Apparently they asked: just who 
are these people?) But eventually it caved 
in. More often, though, the people she's 
complaining to are merely foot soldiers 
from the Department of Community 
Services (DOCSL the most tumultuous, 
fissiparo us and complained-about public 
agency in NSW. They just shrug their 

Maree McDermott from South Penrith Youth and 
Neighbourhood Services. 

shoulders wearily and say: that 's how it is. 
Let 's get on with filling in the forms. 

DOCS is at once South Penrith Youth 
and Neighbourhood Services' major patron 
and its major bugbear. Between 85 and 
90 per cent of SPYNS's funding comes 
from the department, largely in the form 
of special-purpose grants for a collection 
of projects in community development, 
youth services and Indigenous community
building. The only other significant source 
of funds, the local council, contributes 
mainly by supporting the physical struc
tures out of which SPYNS's variou local 
community groups operate. On the face of 
it, SPYNS is thriving. Over the six years 
Maree has been working here, the staff 
roster has risen from about four to nine, 
management structures and processes 
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have been upgraded, and the number of 
funded programs has increased in leaps 
and bounds. And yet Maree's own percep
tion- one shared by others in similar posi
tions, I suspect- is of a sector in crisis, and 
indeed of a wider social malaise in public 
infrastructure and community funding. 

Most of that funding- about $400,000 
in all-is tied to specific projects, and yet 
the staff must be paid as if from a central 
pot. The projects are generally funded for 
a single year, at which point SPYNS is 
expected to provide details and statistics 
on outputs and outcomes which, presum
ably, often don't become meaningful until 
several years down the track. It often 
takes at least 18 months of research and 
preparation to get services and structures 
into place for new programs-by which 
time the allocated money has run out 
and the reports are past due. Maree is 
happy enough to talk the new language of 
'capacity-building', 'compacts' and 'social 
capital', if that's what's required for the 
funding applications. But she points 
out that what 's being denoted by these 
grand-sounding terms is a series of strug
gling short-term projects staffed by small 
groups of volunteers who are involved in 
constructing communities as much as 
servicing them. 

And so from Maree's vantage point 
government seems like a series of lonely 
towers whose occupants squint anxiously 
down at the chaotic cityscape below. 
Drawing upon other new languages, she 
describes government departments as 
'silos' that fail to communicate with one 
another, and laments their compulsion to 
replicate their own internal divisions in 
the jurisdictions they administer. Why, 
she asks, can't they approach services on 
an area-wide basis, rather than on the 
basis of department-specific functions and 
programs? 

Then there's the fact that community
services funding is clearly well down the 
order of priorities for government fund
ing. When department budgets have been 
squeezed, annual allocations have simply 
not been adjusted for inflation, sometimes 
for years on end. NSW community work
ers are the lowest-paid in the country, 
and this is changing only slowly. When 
the federal government spectacularly 
withdrew funding for the area, claim
ing it was exclusively a state concern, it 
seemed community services might col
lapse entirely. And the public-liability 
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insurance problem, so well publicised by 
other, more visible groups, here still lies 
unresolved. 

Like that of many others in the sector, 
Maree's ambivalence about govermnent is 
complicated further by the ethos of commu
nity development that moulds her drive and 
enthusiasm. She's committed to the public 
funding of community services, and wishes 
people would just pay their taxes and be 
done with it, rather than trying to fund pub
lic services on the cheap. At the same time, 
she likes to invoke that venerable ideal of 
a self-governed local community sustained 
by a band of hardy volunteers. 

The SPYNS management cornmittee's 
orientation kit shows the same ambiguity. 
It declares as a key value the 'underlying 
belief that people have a human right to a 
certain standard of living and fair and equi
table access to all of society's resources ' . 
And at the same time it defines commu
nity development as being 'about com
munity involvement and participation, 
local democracy and grassroots action' . 
Historically, of course, these two ideals 
have been less than peaceable bedfellows. 
In the hands of political parties and gov
ernments, the first has occupied the lofty 
redoubts of citizenship and nationhood. 
The second, in the hands of volunteers and 
local activists, has often involved defend
ing 'the community' against the world. In a 
sense, paid community workers are at the 
confluence of these contrasting currents, 

where the waters of 'the public' 

A 
and 'the community' meet. 

ND YET THE political reality of cen
tres like these is more complicated than 
the stereotype of a love-hate affair with 
government communicates. It's more 
in the order of a romantic triangle. For 
Maree, as for the managers of other small 
non-government organisations (NGOs) 
across the country, the most dangerous 
adversaries are actually supposed allies in 
the community sector's Big End of Town. 
As Maree observes-apparently dispas
sionately but with submerged anger and 
conviction-the big social-policy-focused 
charitable institutions have become the 
main predators of the smaller NGOs. And 
no wonder: to borrow from the language of 
TV nature documentaries, they're admira
bly fitted to the task. Policy-makers warm 
to them because they have the resources 
and know-how to file expert applications, 
maintain large budgets professionally, 

and deliver 'outcomes' according to tight 
schedules. Again, since they dominate the 
peak bodies like the Australian Council of 
Social Service and its NSW affiliate, the 
Council of Social Service of New South 
Wales, they're capable of making them
selves heard more loudly than the smaller 
bodies (or, alternatively, of imposing a 
veil of silence). Finally, since they rely 
upon large and well-established networks 
of volunteers driven by urgent spiritual 
imperatives, they offer startling value for 
money for government funds. And now 
that community-services contracts are 
increasingly being put out to competitive 
tendering, these advantages really show. 

By contrast, small NGOs labour under 
a sequence of disadvantages. Because 
funding is tight, there's little room for 
retraining or for upgrading skills, except 
on an informal basis. Because centres are 
small and job descriptions often porous, 
there's no clear career path or security of 
employment. And they lack the infrastruc
ture-as well as, sometimes, the exper
tise-to plan ahead and manage finances 
expertly. When I mention the age-old prob
lem of conflicts between boards and staff 
in small volunteer-based organisations, 
Maree allows her professional demeanour 
to slip a fraction. Things are fine now, she 
says, but when she arrived relations with 
the management committee were decid
edly tense. What fixed things up? New 
structures, she says-and a restructuring 
of the board. Now the committee is small 
and focused, and relations are highly col
legial. Yet I wonder how many other small 
community development centres would 
have had the nous and the know-how to 
resolve the problem. 

And yet it's hard to imagine either 
DOCS itself, or the large charitable groups 
which swell and grow off its dispensa
tions, attempting the kind of fine -grained, 
almost microscopic, identification of 
local issues, problems and grievances 
that is the bread and butter of a centre 
like SPYNS. Take SPYNS's work with the 
town's numerous if relatively low-profile 
Indigenous residents. Several years ago a 
few prominent local Aboriginal figures 
were brought together to plan a series of 
projects under SPYNS's auspices. Cur
rently there are school-holiday programs 
and playgroups for local kids, cultural 
camping trips to Aboriginal communities 
out west, an elders group, a family drop
in centre and a Koori dance group. Maree 



is particularly proud of the last initia tive: 
she reports on how the Koori kids' chins 
rise, and their eyes m ake contact, after 
the m orale boost of a traditional dance 
session . But the projects are not without 
tension . The Aboriginal leaders devise 
the activities, but SPYNS provides the 
essential logist ical, administrative and 
budgetary support . And this kind of joint 
black- white management- particularly 
with this division of labour- doesn 't 
always sit com fortably with current doc
trine among Aboriginal activist s. A chari
table effort, no matter how well resourced, 

would likely founder in the face 
of such delicate interplay. 

U TIL RE CENTLY it was compulsory 
for Sydney journalists to describe Pen
rith as part of 'Sydney's West ', an enti ty 
luridly envisaged as a broad suburban 
desert of social deprivation and isolation . 
Nowadays, since the sudden em ergence 
of the 'aspira tional' class, the media lens 
has taken a swift jump cut from the have
nots to the haves, and critical commenta
tors have taken to lamenting the arrival of 
'gated communities' and the loss of old
fashioned community solidarity. Maree is 
noncommittal about this somewhat over
heated debate. The South Penrith she sees 
in her work is not a single monolithic com 
munity, thriving or otherwise, so much as a 
loose collection of individuals, families and 
local networks, all of which- insofar as she 
is likely to encounter them- involve peo
ple who are in some greater or lesser degree 
of trouble, whether with money, addiction, 
spousal behaviour or the law. 

From this vantage point the problem s 
of deprivation and the benefits of prosper
ity are sometimes difficult to distinguish . 
Young people in Penrith have never had 
anywhere much to go on a Saturday night . 
They m ay have m ore money now, but 
there are still a decidedly limited range 
of sources of amusem ent. Yet the money 
still gets spent . Penrith ci ty has never 
had much in the way of a bustling pub
lic space, other than the specific-purpose 
clubs and institutions-sporting, busi
ness, cultural- which attract the civic
minded instincts of the local burghers. 
The institutions have got bigger: the foot
ball team's licensed club, Panthers, is now 
the largest in the Sydney region, almos t a 
suburb in its own right. But the pattern is 
unchanged. Developers of the Glenmore 
Park estate were required by planning 

regulations ('Section 94') to include well
appointed community amenities and a 
community centre. But w ithout an estab
lished network of local activists there's no 
DOCS project-funding, and hence no staff, 
and the smart new buildings lie empty. 

The explosion of car ownership has 
solved the tyranny of distance for some, 
but it has also helped concentrate busi
nesses into the few large shopping centres. 
As a result, older folks, with lower levels 
of car ownership, are reduced to shop
ping from the high-priced corner store. 
And for young people the parking lot at 
Panthers has to substitute for the bright 
lights inside, which are alcohol-heavy 
and largely out of bounds for minors. The 
result is that ' the community' is actually 
a kind of tectonic plate riven by multiple 
fault lines. One person 's ci vic-mindedness 
is another's exclusion . One person's hang-

In South Penrith, 'The Tables' playground 's its 
abandoned, stripped of its chairs and swings and, 

apparently, of neighbourhood goodwi ll ' . 

out is another 's cause of anxiety. One per
son's public space is an other 's urban (or 
suburban ) blight . 

To illustrate these tensions, Maree 
directs m y attention through the window 
to a small playground area behind the cen 
tre, between the shopping centre and the 
child-care centre, and opposite the high 
school. I hadn't noticed it before. From a 
distance it's easy to n1.iss-just a couple of 
shelters, an apparently unfinished swing 
set and a small climbing set. Yet, poised 
between the back of Southlands and the 
high school, in an area designed for shop
pers and almost devoid of activities for 
young people, it occupies a position of 
undeniable strategic importance. And 
for the past few years The Tables (as the 
locals call it ) has been the focus of what 
Maree (wearing her social-democratic hat 
now) terms a battle over public space. 

In the early 1990s, Penrith City Coun
cil installed an assortment of playground 

equipment, tables and chairs, and barbe
cue shelters in this unprepossessing space, 
fo rmally known as the South Penrith 
Reserve. Over the years that followed, the 
equipment was neglected, and gradually it 
becam e rundown and vandalised. During 
the same period the area became a popular 
m eeting place for the local students, who 
liked to gather there in groups before and 
after school to chew the fat. These gather
ings in turn aroused the anxiety and sus
picion of local shopkeepers and shoppers, 
who came to believe that the students 
were responsible for the vandalism, and 
m oreover that the park was a hang-out 
for drug addicts and other undesirables. 
Locals approached the council, requesting 
that the shelters and seating be removed 
to discourage young people from using 
the space. T he council called a public 
meeting, at which the view was popularly 
expressed (in the words of SPYN S's project 
report) that the young people were ' the 
problem ', and that ' the problem' could be 
solved by moving them along. 

At this point SPYNS intervened, using 
D OCS funds to set up an 'action research ' 
project on the issue. A steering commit
tee was established to m anage the project, 
while a broader working party attempted 
to draw in all the local stakeholders, 
fro m the shopping-centre management 
and security to local young people and 
Jamison High School's SRC. There were 
community barbecues and informal 
public-opinion surveys. Research was 
undertaken on the history and ownership 
of the reserve, the council's audit reports 
on com m unity safety and youth issues, 
and local planning documents and crime 
statistics. Finally, proposals were drafted 
and discussed at length with Southlands 
management. 

At th e end of this lengthy and involved 
process, however, the centre's tn anage
ment filed a development application 
with the council that 'solved' the prob
lem by the simple expedient of- you 
guessed it-extending the car park. Since 
then the shopping centre has changed 
hands, and both proposals-SPYNS's and 
the centre's-seem to have entered an 
administrative limbo, despite SPYNS's 
best efforts. In the meantime, The Tables 
sits abandoned, stripped of its chairs and 
swings and, apparently, of neighbourhood 
goodwill. 

After the chat with Maree, I drive 
back around the block to the Southlands 
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car park, and park in front of the secu
rity guard. The car's a respectable one, 
and she doesn't give me a second look. I 
wander through the small, thriving shop
ping centre (two butchers, a spartan but 
growing deli, a bustling franchised liq
uor store, and so on ) and head out back. 
And then, turning participant-observer 
for the moment, I affect to take a stroll 
through The Tables. There is, of course, 
no thing to stroll around. The two awn
ings cover nothing but dirt, and the swing 

set is indeed bereft of swings. The mod
est climbing apparatus has more than its 
fair share of graffiti. Three or four young 
adults attempt to lounge on stumps that 
once were fittings, and chat. They notice
ably stiffen as I approach, as if anticipat
ing something. Altering course, I take the 
path around the edge of the 'playground', 
head back through the shops, and out to 
the car park once more. The occupants of 
the car next to mine seem to have settled 
in for the afternoon: the doors are open 

and the stereo is on, low but insistent . 
The security guard is looking twitchy. I 
search for the keys . Then, like everyone 
else around here who's go t somewhere to 
go, I'm back on wheels. • 

David Burchell teaches in the School of 
Humanities at the University of Western 
Sydney. He is co-editor, with Andrev,r 
Leigh, of The Prince 's N ew Clothes: Why 
Do Australians Dislike Th eir Politicians I, 
UNSW Press, 2002. 

Social, and enterprising 
E OOBANK VtCTOR<A ' ' in tho hu,i
ness of food-getting, storing and handing 
on impressively large volumes to a wide 
range of emergency accommodation and 
relief organisations. It adds millions of 
dollars to the capacity of these organisa
tions to provide food for people in desper
ate circumstances. 

'Social enterprise ' seems a very appro
priate label for Foodbank Victoria. It is 
an offshoot of the Counci l to Homeless 
Persons, a long-standing peak body of 
homelessness organisations . But Foodbank 
works because of the contributions of busi
nesses-food suppliers and retailers-and 
their staff, substantial numbers of whom 
volunteer. Its operations use the skills of 
storemen and packers, not social workers. 
In these very obvious ways it bridges the 
gap between the traditional terrains of pri
vate enterprise and social service. 

Despite some blurring, social-service 
organisations still differ from businesses 
in the sort of work they do (providing 
health, education and community serv
ices, particularly to people with little pur
chasing power). The people running the 
organisations do not end up with the prof
its. Not surprisingly, they get their income 
from governments, and from donations or 
inves tments, rather than from the indi
vidual customers. And the public does 
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not view social-service organisations and 
businesses in the same light. 

These organisations generally have 
different histories and origins, too. Many 
were constituted as charities and many 
continue to have a religious connection. 
Others were set up to provide services 
in localities where there were none. 
Some arose to meet need within a slice 
of the population who were missing out, 
organising around a community of inter
est or identity rather than geography. 
Only recently have organisations started 
to develop primarily around income 
opportunities. 

If business enterprises largely inhabit 
one sphere, and social-service organisa
tions another, then social enterprises such 
as Foodbank cross over. They are set up to 
achieve goals linked to a public or com
munity service, yet they operate in an area 
of activity normally seen as purely the 
domain of business. They mobilise skills, 
knowledge and people generally belonging 
to the rea lm of private enterprise (some 
donated, some employed). And they can 
recover some or all of their costs through 
charges because they produce savings for 
the community-service beneficiaries. 

A range of specialist organisations 
have developed to provide IT, media, 
marketing, legal and financial services, 

though rarely on such a scale as in the 
case of food . 

The social enterprise offers a slightly 
different vehicle for people engaged in 
business to contribute directly from 
their knowledge and expertise to the 
social good. As an intermediary, the 
social enterprise is not in real competi
tion with the donor 's own business, but 
neither is it doing something unfamiliar. 
Volunteers can bring real skills from their 
workplaces, not just their time as unpaid, 
unskilled labour. Donors unders tand 
where the money is going. 

Enterprises like Foodbank may, how
ever, face peculiar dilemmas flowing 
both from the expectations of donors and 
from the expectations of the community
service agencies with which they work. 
Governance and management are unlikely 
to be simple. 

And the role of these organisa tions 
should not be overstated. The energies 
and benefits they unleash can be consid
erable. But they will complement, rather 
than replace, other forms of philanthropic 
engagement. And they exist to support 
community-service activity, not to trans
form it. • 

Don Siemon is a policy adviser on social 
security and low incomes for ACOSS. 



• 
Selling serv1ces 

Governments fund non-government organisations to provide social services. 
But as they tighten contracts and demand more accountability, are they killing the goose 

that lays the golden egg? Ann Nevile reports. 

IN A RECENT oolumn in The Sydney 
Morning Herald, Ross Gittins observed 
that 'even our charities have been com
mercialised- these days, most sell their 
services to governments'. But non-gov
ernment organisations- or NGOs, as 
they're routinely called-have always 
'sold their services' to governments. What 
has changed over the last decade is the 
extent to which governments use NGOs 
to provide services previously provided by 
government departments, and the level 
of control governments now assert over 
NGO activities. Contracting out social
welfare functions to NGOs is cheaper: 
organisations committed to advancing the 
interes ts of the disadvantaged in society 
often supplement inadequate government 
funding with money or other resources of 
their own. And contracting out sits well 
with the current fashion in public admin
istration for smaller governm ent. While 
governments' increasing use of NGOs to 
provide social-welfare services does not, 
in itself, change the way NGOs operate, 
the increasing level of control exerted by 
governments over non-government serv
ice providers does. 

In the past, governments gave NGOs 
a grant that supported the work of the 
organisation as a whole. These days, gov
ernments specify the type of service they 
require and, to a large extent, how that 
service will be provided, and then monitor 
NGOs to make sure they comply. Govern
ments and N GOs agree that governments 
have a legitimate right to check on how 
taxpayers' money is being spent, but this 
increase in accountability has come at a 
cost. The increasing level of control, often 
exerted through detailed and very specific 
contracts, affects the way NGOs operate 

and the extent to which agencies are pre
pared to comment publicly about the serv
ices they provide. 

As governments become more pre
scriptive in their requirements, prepar
ing a funding submission becomes much 
more time-consuming for NGOs. These 
days, service providers have to think care
fully about their service delivery, the link 
between the service provided and serv
ice outcomes, the cost of delivering the 
service, and how to define and apportion 
those costs. They also need to consider 
the proposed legal arrangements. Detailed 
planning can translate into more effective 
programs, but for small organisations the 
time devoted to this sort of work is time 
not spent on providing services. Occasion
ally, the only way small, local organisa
tions can cope is to close the door for a 
week or two while the tender or funding 
submission is written. 

Increased reporting requirements 
also increase agencies' administrative 
costs. For example, every six months, 
agencies that manage Work for the Dole 
projects have to prepare for three different 
monitoring visits by the relevant federal 

government department, one of which is 
a site visit by departmental officers. The 
department can also undertake further 
site visits if it wishes. Once again, the 
consequence is that more staff time is 
devoted to administrative work and less 
to providing the service. If a service is 
funded by different anns of governm ent, 
reporting costs are multiplied because of 
the program-specific nature of data col
lection and reporting requirements. One 
m edium- to large-sized welfare agency I 
spoke to when I was researching this issue 
estimated that each year it had to provide 
'something like 60 separate audits to vari
ous government departm ents'. Not sur
prisingly, the general manager described 

this situation as 'a bit of a night-

A 
mare for our finance people'. 

T THE SAME TIME as administrative 
ou tlays have increased, it has become 
more difficult for agencies to fund these 
costs. When governments provided block 
grants, this money could be used to sup
port staff such as the CEO, accountants 
or finance officers whose work is not con
fined to a single program, as well as staff 
involved in delivering a specific service. 
Governments are now more focused on 
outcomes and so fund specific programs . 
While there may be a category covering 
administrative overheads in a tender, at 
times, government departments have 
informally advised agencies that the 
amount of money allocated to admin
istrative overheads is too high and they 
would like to see that component of the 
budget reduced and more allocated to 
service-deli very functions. 

As government funding is increas
ingly dispersed through very specific and 
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detailed contracts, NGOs find th em selves 
opera ting in an increasingly complex 
financial and legal environm ent. Goodwill 
is no longer sufficien t . Many NGOs find 
it difficult to recruit to their boards and 
management commit tees people who arc 
able to operate in a commercial business 
environment, yet who understand the car
ing charitable dyn amic. 

As a resu lt, it is now more costly 
and difficult to operate in the social
welfare sector. Not urprisingly, m any 
smaller community organisation strug
gle to survive. Some give up . Others seek 
m ergers with larger organisations. Oth ers 
form consortium partnerships with like
minded organisations. 

The impact of such changes on local 
communities varies. For many working 
in the social-welfare sector it is almost 
an article of faith that small, local organi
sations are better than larger organisa
tions operating over a wide geographic 
area. In m y research I found examples 
of resentment and distress about local 
organisa tions being taken over by larger 
m etropolitan agencies with no links to the 
local community. But I also found exam 
ples where the take-over of a locally run 
service was described by members of the 
local community as ' the bes t thing that 
ever happened ' . As one person told me, 
the local service was 'more community
oriented than it 's ever been'. 

T he changing environment for NGOs 
is not the only consequence of a change 
in funding mechanisms. As governments 
become more prescriptive about the pro
grams they fund, or who is eligible to 
receive assistance under su ch programs, 
agencies may be faced with a difficult 
choice about whether to provide assist
ance to those in need even if they do not 
meet the very specific eligibility crite
ria. When one agency, for example, was 
receiving funding for a gambling rehabili
tation program for poker-machine addicts, 
people with other forms of gambling 
addictions approached the agency for help. 
The agency was reluctant to turn these 
people away just because they did not 
fit the specific eligibility criteria for that 
rehabilitation program. But the agency 
was also aware of its contractual obliga
tions. In the end the agency resolved the 
dilemma by offering assistance and then 
lobbying the government for a change in 
policy to allow overt assistance. 

But not all agencies have the resources 

24 EUREKA STREET NOVEMBER 2002 

for lobbying. And policy change, if it hap
pens at all, occurs very slowly, leaving 
agencies providing services in ways they 
would rather not. The Work for th e Dole 
program is a good example of this. Many 
agencies that sponsor Work for the Dole 
projects or act as Community Work Co
ordinators believe there are other m ore 
effective ways of helping the unemployed. 
If funding were provided with no strings 
attached, they say, they would deliver dif
ferent so rts of labour-market programs . 

But agencies do have a choice. They 
can decide-as the Brotherhood of St 
Laurence did in the case of Work for 
the Dole-not to becom e involved in 
programs that they believe are (at best ) 
ineffective. Many other agencies decide 
to continue working 'within the sys
tem ' because they want to provide the 
best possible outcomes for their clients 

within existing resource and pro-

c gram-design constraints. 

H OOS IN G TO provide a specific serv
ice, even if the agency believes there are 
more effective ways of assisting those 
in need, is a decision agencies make 
with their eyes wide open. But agency 
practice can be affected in less obvious 
ways. The broad reform agenda in public 
administration emphasises the efficient 
spending of public funds and advocates 
particular m echanisms to achieve that 
goal, including competitive tendering and 
performance reporting. When government 
payments are linked to particular per
formance outcomes, agencies will respond 
to these incentives . At first glance, pay
ments linked to specified outcomes may 
seem appropriate and desirable, but such 
payments can crea te perverse incentives 
leading to less than ideal outcomes. For 
example, payments to agencies that 
provide intensive assistance to the long
term unemployed are divided into lump 
sums paid when specified 'employment 
ou tcomes' are achieved. Some agencies 
respond by concentrating on those cli
ents most likely to achieve the specified 
outcomes and gen erate income for the 
agency. 

Loss of autonom y, and in particular a 
reluctance to criticise the government, is 
often cited as a second, major consequence 
of increased government con trol. Clearly, 
though, increasing government control 
over NGO activities has not stifled all 
public debate. Governments continue to 

support advocacy organisations to some 
extent, and those organisations, together 
with service providers who feel advocacy 
is part of their mission, con tinue to speak 
out about governm ent policies and the 
impact of such policies on the margin
alised and disadvantaged in socie ty. But 
smaller, local commun ity organisations 
that do not belong to a national network 
or 3n es tabli shed religious body are reluc
tant to talk about their work without 
prior approval from the re levant govern
ment department, even when government 
approval is not an explicit contractual 
requirem ent . 

Public debate abou t government policy 
is important if services arc to im prove. 
Inter-agency debate and discussion are 
equally important. The change in funding 
mechanisms over the last decade-par
ticularly the introduction of competitive 
tendering-has made many organisa
tions reluctant to share information with 
potential competitors. Agencies arc wor
ried that 'if I share this idea and [another 
agency] picks it up .. . then they might 
win, which m eans I might lose and I have 
to sack my staff'. Inter-agency learning 
and problem-solving are also diminished 
if the number of agencies operating in a 
particular area decreases, as happens when 
services are bundled together before being 
put out to tender. Before South Australia 
tendered out its alternate care program, 
for example, there were eight or nine 
different agencies providing alternate 
care services. After the tendering process 
there was only one organisation providing 
the service, so the possibility of dynamic 
interchange between different service pro
viders was gone. 

Increasing government control has 
brought about significant increases in 
accountability, but it is also making it 
harder for NGOs to operate in a flexible, 
responsive and innovative manner. Gov
ernm ents need to be careful that they do 
not stifle the very characteris tics that give 
NGOs their comparative advantage. • 

Ann Nevile specialises in social policy and 
teach es at the National Centre for Devel
opment Studies, Australian N ational 
University. All quotes are taken from 
interviews with staff of social welfare 
NGOs, report d in Ann Nevile, Compet
ing Interes ts: Competition Policy in the 
Welfare Sector, The Australia Institute, 
1999. 



Rural rebellion 
One year ago the first public meeting of Rural Australians for Refugees was 

he ld in Bowral. Now the movement links 50 groups across the country. 
Peter Mares investigates the activism in our country towns . 

WN PAUL CARR<C' "w the fi"t 
reports of the 'kids overboard' story on 
television he was furious. 'I found it very 
hard to believe and I felt my blood pres
sure going through the roof,' he says. The 
s tuden t-acti vist-turned-corpora te-man
ager-turned-greenie-farmer decided it 
was time to return to the political fray. 
'If we don 't act on an issue like this,' asks 
Carrick, 'then what does it mean to be 
"progressive"? What does it mean to be a 
"social democrat"?' 

The question was, what to do? Since he 
stepped away from managing STA Travel 
in 1998, Carrick and his family have lived 
in the Greta Valley, a seasonally inundated 

Sign at a Rural Australians for Refugees street sta ll , Bowral. 

flood plain eas t of Wangaratta in central 
Victoria. As well as running cattle, they 
have been recreating wetlands and have 
planted more than 10,000 trees. While 
Carrick knew some locals shared his 
environmental concerns, he was not so 
sure that he would find allies on the issue 
of refugees. The point was driven home 
when some neighbours joined the family 
for dinner and railed against 'Muslims' 
who throw their children in the water. 

Carrick's first instinct was to go to 
the local branch of the ALP, the party for 
whom he had handed out how-to-vote 
cards at every election since the age of 
14. 'They were awful,' he says of the party 

and its response. Then, a couple of weeks 
later, he saw a report on SBS TV about a 
public meeting held in Bowral in NSW, by 
a new group calling itself Rural Austral
ians for Refugees (RAR). He had his model 
for action. 

In the wake of the Tampa there has 
been an unprecedented level of public 
activity on the issue of asylum seekers 
and refugees. Thousands of Australians 
have written to broadcaster Phillip Adams 
to sign up for a 'civil disobedience regis
ter', expressing their willingness to break 
the law and provide sanctuary to asylum 
seekers who escape from detention. Mal
colm Fraser and other members of the 

NOVEMBER 2002 EUREKA STREET 25 



'elite', Adams among them, have founded 
a national organisation called A Just Aus
tralia, which has been joined by a diverse 
range of luminaries including sporting 
heroes John Newcombe and Greg Chap
pell, larrikin advertising guru John Sin
gleton, university chancellor John Yu and 
former ALP president Barry Jones. 

Lawyers working pro bono have 
launched an array of legal challenges to 
the government's detention regime and 
the 'Pacific solution '. They also offer free 
legal advice to detainees. Radical activ
ists have blockaded Immigration Depart
ment offices and organised bus tours to 
the remote detention centres, camping 
outside the wire and even assisting with 
escapes. Volunteers have organised soc
cer teams for young refugees . Bosses have 
campaigned for Afghan employees on 

the 2001 Paul Cullen Award by AUST
CARE for her 'extraordinary sacrifices 
for the benefit of the world's refugees' . 
She has been working with refugees for 
20 years, although most of her work has 
been outside Australia, particularly with 
Palestinians living in refugee camps in 
Lebanon. Originally she worked for the 
United Nations Relief and Works Agency, 
UNRWA, which has had responsibility for 
displaced Palestinians since it was estab
lished in 1949. She quit that job after the 
massacres at the Sabra and Shatila refugee 
camps in 1982, disgusted that the UN had 
failed in its mandate to protect refugees. 
She came back to Australia and threw 
her energy into creating the trade-union 
aid agency, APHEDA (Australian People 
for Health, Education and Development 
Abroad); she became founding director 

rednecks. The organisation tapped into 
a constituency that McCue describes as 
'basically m iddle-class and middle-aged' 
and made up predominantly of women. 'It 
reminds me of the CWA,' she says. 

The three women began with education 
on the street: a stall outside the super
market on a Saturday morning collecting 
signatures for a public statement in the 
local newspaper. McCue was not new to 
this kind of thing. In 1997, along with other 
locals involved with ANTaR (Australians 
for Native Title and Reconciliation) she 
had kicked off the National Sorry Book 
with a public meeting in Bowral addressed 
by Mick Dodson . 'We knew we could 
mobilise people,' she says. Nevertheless, 
she was not sure just how many people 
would turn up to their first public meet
ing and, just in case, they roped off half the 

Left and right: Rural Australians for Refugees street stal l, Bowra l. Centre: Rural Australians for Refugees inaugural meeting, 7 November 2001 (Helen M cCue is second from the right). 

temporary protection visas to be allowed 
to stay in Australia. Professional bod
ies-including an alliance of all the major 
medical associations-have called for a 
change in government policy. Hundreds of 
concerned individuals have begun visiting 
detention centres or corresponding with 
detainees. The opposition to current policy 
cuts across party lines and involves people 

from a wide range of social 

B 
groups and ethnic backgrounds. 

UT PERHAPS MOST remarkable of all 
is the spread of the movement in country 
towns, banded together under the banner 
of Rural Australians for Refugees. 

RAR began jus t one year ago and 
already boasts groups in 50 towns around 
Australia. The sudden growth in the net
work is the product of many people's 
energy, but one person who played a cru
cial role in getting it all started was Helen 
McCue. A nurse with a PhD in politi
cal science, Helen McCue was awarded 
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of the agency and worked there for ten 
years . 

In mid-July 2001, this dynamo met 
for lunch with two friends, writers Anne 
Coombs and Susan Varga, who also live 
near the town of Bowral in the southern 
highlands of NSW. 'I felt that I could not 
be involved in refugee issues overseas and 
ignore what was happening in Australia,' 
says Helen McCue. Rather than throw in 
their lot with city-based action groups, the 
women decided to work locally. 

'We felt that there was a constituency 
in the rural sector who did not have a 
voice. Country towns have historically 
accepted migrants and migrants have been 
of great value to country towns. Look at 
Albury-Wodonga, or Shepparton or Coober 
Pedy,' she says. 'We felt that rural towns 
could provide an opportunity for refugees 
to settle. There is a history of that in Aus
tralia and we felt we could do it again.' 
They also wanted to break the stereo type 
of the bush as the hold-out of racists and 

rows in the 450-seat town hall so that the 
audience would not look too sparse. They 
need not have worried. In the end, the hall 
filled to overflowing. The local paper put 
the attendance at 500 people. 

The meeting was held on the evening 
of Monday 5 November 2001 - five days 
before the federal election. All the local 
candidates were invited to attend and give 
their views on the refugee issue. The Dem
ocrats, the Greens and Labor responded; 
the Coalition parties stayed away. The 
meeting received national media cover
age, although only SBS reported on it for 
television. According to McCue, the sin
gle most effective medium for spreading 
the message was the rural affairs program 
Bush Telegraph on ABC Radio National
'because people in the bush listen to that ' . 
The next key element in their communi
cation strategy was the internet. The RAR 
website had been organised in advance 
and news of the public meeting prompted 
a flood of emails from around the country: 



:. con be 
Peace 
=can be 

'So many people wrote to us saying, "Oh 
we're so glad to hear you speaking on 
behalf of rural Australia, what can we 
do ?'" They encouraged people to organise 
RAR groups in their own rural towns, and 
gave them a checklist of things to do to get 
up and running. 

Paul Carrick took up the challenge in 
Wangaratta . 'I put up an ad in a cafe in 
town where likely suspects ga ther,' he 
says, 'and I sent em ails to a few people 
who I thought might be sympathetic.' 
Four people turned up to the first meet
ing. N ext time it was six, then 12. 'Gradu
ally we built up a nucleus,' he says. The 
Wangaratta Chronicle got wind of their 
meetings and wanted to do an interview. 
Carrick told the paper that he had invi ted 
Malcolm Fraser to address a public meet
ing (neglecting to m ention how, in his stu-

dent days, he used to graffiti anti-Fraser 
sloga ns around Perth ). The story made the 
front page and 20 people showed up to the 
next RAR planning m eeting. 

In the end, Malcolm Fraser could not 
make it to 'Wang', but the meeting went 
ahead anyway. Carrick thought the group 
would be doing well if more than 100 
people came. The turnout was triple that 
number. 'We found a groundswell of peo
ple who were disenchanted with govern
ment policy and so pissed off with Labor. 
For many of us, it was therapeutic just to 
meet.' 

The Wangaratta meeting adopted the 
ten-point action plan developed by Helen 
McCue and her colleagues in Bowral. The 
four m ost important points of the action 
plan are the acceptance of all asylum seek
ers on to Australia's shores in accordance 
with the UN Refugee Convention, the 
closure of the detention camps in their 
present form, the abolition of the tempo
rary protection visas and the doubling of 

Australia's refugee intake to 24,000 a year. 
With more than 100 financial mem 

bers, Wangaratta RAR continues to meet 
regularly. An education group is busy try
ing to get all the local schools involved in 
a youth forum on refugee issues and to 
organise a 'fri endly' with a refugee oc
cer team . The detention group provides 
support to people h eld in immigration 
detention by sending them phone cards or 
setting them up with Australian pen pals. 
The group has also developed a 'welcome' 
postcard, in six different languages, as a 
way of expressing solidarity with refugees 
and asylum seekers. Satellite RAR groups 
have sprung up in nearby towns like 
Bright and Benalla. 

Elsewhere, in places like Mudgee and 
Cootamundra, RAR groups focus on pro
viding practical support and hospitality 

to refugees who have been released from 
detention on temporary protection visas. 
Other RAR groups, like the one in Towns
ville, organised protest marches to mark 
'Tampa Day' in late August . 

Many RAR groups are lobbying local 
councils to declare themselves as 'Wel
come Towns', which publicly oppose 
the system of mandatory detention for 
asylum seekers who arrive in Australia 
without a visa . Already endorsed by the 
Bega Valley Shire Council in NSW, the 
Welcome Town schem e deliberately ech
oes the Good Neighbour Movement set 
up to assi t new migrants in the 1950s 
and 1960s, and is intended to demonstrate 
the viability of replacing detention with a 
system of community release. A Welcome 
Town will offer to sponsor families of asy
lum seekers by providing 'em otional and 
material support' w hile their applications 
for protection visas are processed. After 
the asylum seekers are accepted into the 
community, the Welcome Town will con-

tinue to support the families for up to two 
years. 

Phillip Adams has compared the flush 
of activity on the refugee issue to the anti
Vietnam War movement. Is it an appropri
ate comparison ? 'Absolutely,' says Helen 
McCue. 'The objective in the Vietnam War 
protest was to bring the troops home. To 
end the war. You could work towards that . 
For us, the key issue is that the detention 
centres have to close. The slogan is "End 
mandatory detention! " That is the critical 
moral issue and that is an achievable goal. 
Detention should be replaced by reception 
centres for health and security screening, 
followed by release into the community. ' 

Paul Carrick, whose brother was 
selected for the draft, remembers the 
anti-Vietnam War days well. Yet, much 
as he would like to share the enthusiasm 
of Adams and McCue, Carrick is more 
sceptical. 'I don't think for a minute that 
it is approaching the anti-Vietnam War 
m ovement,' he says. 'Not even vaguely. ' 
He sees a danger that the movem ent could 
eventually run out of puff, particularly in 
the face of continued intransigence by the 
government and a lack of alternative lead
ership from the ALP. 

I put it to Helen McCue that a more 
appropriate comparison than the Vietnam 
moratorium may prove to be the push 
for reconciliat ion, which reached a high 
point with the walk over Sydney Harbour 
Bridge, but has since stalled. 'S till, we can 't 
go back on Aboriginal rights issues now,' 
she counters. And she points out that 
although the reconciliation movement 
had its elements of grassroots activism, 
it was driven by the National Reconcili
ation Council, which the government has 
since disbanded. 'The difference is that 
this refugee movem ent is led by people at 
the grassroots. It is a 100 per cent people's 
movem ent. What has happened is that all 
sectors of civil society have been mobi
lised on this issue. It is as if our eyes have 
been opened. Once people have been made 
aware like this you cannot go back. ' • 

Peter Mares is a journalist with ABC 
Radio Australia's Asia Pacific program 
and a visiting fellow at the Institute for 
Social Research at Swinburne Univer
sity. His book Borderline: Australia 's 
Response to Refugees and Asylum Seek
ers in the Wake of the Tampa is published 
by UNSW Press. The RAR website is at 
www. rurala us traliansforrefugees. org 
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Entrepreneurial 
welfare: two views 

'Social entrepreneurs' can help disadvantaged communities fi nd 
their own solutions, accordi ng to Nic Frances ... 

I AM R>LUCTANT to ulk •bout 'oc..t thi' money betted ' The Bmthe<hood b., thM bun''""'" '" thcm" lvc' "gne-
entrepreneurship, or social enterprise, not joined with other welfare agencies to keepers, as custodians, keeping funding 
without clearly stating that with 660,000 ask these ques tions and, until recently, we m oney safe from the abuse of those in th e 
unemployed in this country the problems have not asked the community. community. They do not see their role as 
we face are obviously structural economic- There is a real need for a new approach helping us, the people on the ground, to 
managem ent problems. How is it possible to communities like Atherton Gardens, break the rules. 
that Australia's economic performance is one that involves reclaiming the financial Each welfare organisation, too, is look-
regularly hailed as 'miraculous and world- support, resources and skills currently ing after its own. This may seem an odd 
bea ting', but we can have nearly a million being poured into the community from observation, but in an important sense 
children living in families with no adult in outside. It is vital that we find ways to organisations are compelled to do this. 
the workforce? hear these communities' voices, and sup- It goes with managing the organisation 

We need structural responses led by port them in creating their and is integral to the gen-
government to redress Australia's growing own sustainable solutions; eration and maintenance of 
social and economic divide. It will take that we offer promise for funding. In general , when 
strong leadership and a committed alli- the future and some help to welfare organisations deal 
ance between sectors and organisations to change th e situation these with governm ent, not only 
push for those responses from our policy- communities face. are we not talking to each 
makers. To operate effectively in other, but in many cases 

But there is no doubt that even if we a welfare organisation like our funding regime lead 
were to halve the unemployment rate ours, you need to be a social to our actively withhold-
there would still be certain communities entrepreneur in all aspects ing information from each 
around the country who would not signif- of the work. Social entre- other-to give ourselves a 
icantly benefit. The organisation I work preneurs do not fit easily 'competi t ive edge'. 
with, the Brotherhood of St Laurence, into the existing structures Social entrepreneurs can 
sits right across the road from one such and relationships between change these relationships . 
community. Atherton Gardens is a public government and welfare We should not assume that 
housing estate with four huge high rises organisations; rather than simply because we manage 
(20 per cent of them empty at any one being caught up in the exist- an organisation we' re pro-
time), a community of 1400 people and a ing momentum, they look at these rela- clueing worthwhile outcomes for the com-
range of all the social issues you'd expect tionships in a fresh way. Old challenges, munity. To do that means changing the 
in an area of high unemployment, cultural as much as new challenges, demand new way goverrnnent is involved; a construe-
mix and disadvantage. ways of thinking and operating. tive way to achieve this is to work with 

At Atherton Gardens we offer about In my work in the social sector I am and work around. 
60 different types of services and we cur- always amazed at the inability of govern- So, how do you create a new kind of 
rently have 14 different programs operat- ment departments-local, state or fed- ownership for a community like Ather-
ing on the estate. The interesting thing eral- to engage locally and to join, build ton Gardens? How do you help people see 
is that, until quite recently, the people or add value to exciting initiatives. In their community for its potential and not 
involved in those programs have not government you find some of the bright- for its problems ? There is nothing more 
come together and asked, 'What is our est and most able people-passionate compelling than having a job or a stake 
vision for the way we are going to work about these causes. So why, at the end in their community to bring out people's 
on this estate? Could we be doing it eli£- of the clay, is it so hard to get those peo- sense of ownership and power. Social 
ferently together? Could we be spending ple around the same table? My sense is entrepreneurs are important as ca talys ts 
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who can look at a community and see 
opportunities where others see problems. 
They can then gather people from the 
communities to take advantage of those 
opportunities. They can create sustainable 
responses that do not rely on government 
funding or the goodwill of charities, but 
are based on the community's willingness 
and passions. Of course, social entrepre
neurship is not the only solution; being 

entrepreneurial doesn't mean that you 
won't also need particular and directed 
welfare services. 

But I know that it is not good enough 
for the Brotherhood of St Laurence to sit 
opposite a community with 95 per cent 
unemployment, year after year, paying its 
staff who live in wealthier areas to come 
in and deliver services to a community 
that isn't fundamentally changing and 

improving. We must find new models of 
engagement that are more empowering 
and honouring of the community. We 
must have keener ears to listen. And have 
gentle hands and feet to tread on this new 
ground, to rediscover how we become 
servant, not 'saviour'. • 

Nic Frances is Executive Director of the 
Brotherhood of St Laurence. 

I 
... but we need to be careful not to import the wrong values, argues Liz Curran. 

FIRST HEARD THE term 'social entrepre- their personal circumstances without rec- community organisations, but in the proc-
neur' in 1997 when a colleague of mine, a ognising the systemic causes of injustice. ess there can also be an unseen social cost 
Chair of Prison Chaplaincy for many dec- We need to discuss concepts like 'social if care is not taken. When linked to social 
a des, attended a corrections seminar run entrepreneurship' to ensure that mean- justice and human-service deli very, the 
by a private prison. His occupation was ings and assumptions are transparent, term 'entrepreneur' can lead to misun-
described on his name tag as 'Social Entre- informed by experience, and have sound derstandings about the very basis upon 
preneur'. He refused to wear the name tag underpinnings. which those working in the field under-
because he objected to the presumption It is often assumed-even within com- take that work. Their role is to increase 
that his involvement in chaplaincy had munity organisations-that because the social cohesion and offer a commitment 
an entrepreneurial intent. Some five years community sector does not operate on to the betterment of society, ensuring 
later, the terminology of 'social entrepre- commercial term s it must be inefficient. that all citizens-especially the mar-
neur' has crept into philanthropic circles. Very little evidence exists to back up this ginalised-can access and exercise their 
The term has been embraced by Noel assertion, and the sector's role in building full rights of citizenship. To do this they 
Pearson, Nic Frances, Tony Abbott and 'social capital' is seldom factored into such often need to challenge power and those 
Cheryl Kernot. But before such a concept an analysis. Perhaps, on occasions, the sec- in authority. There is no reason why gov-
is endorsed, it needs to be unpacked. tor is inefficient, and it is always a chal- ernment, businesses and the community 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary lenge to work towards better responses. sector shouldn't work in full and respect-
defines the word 'entrepreneur' as a Ongoing reviews and evaluations are cer- ful partnerships that address systemic and 
'person who undertakes an enterprise tainly necessary, but we need to remember individual disadvantage. But they all need 
or business with the chance of profit or that the human-services sector works with to be in for the long haul and recognise 
loss, the person in effective control of a complex social problems, which makes it that the field has knowledge and expertise 
commercial undertaking' and a person difficult to compartmentalise and stream - that should be respected and valued. The 
who 'undertakes entertainments'. John line. The sector also garners a huge amount stakes for our community are too high for 
Ralston Saul's dictionary definitions of of voluntary input and commitment, sav- these to be discarded. 
management/corporate-speak comically ing taxpayers millions of dollars . The community sector is not m erely 
highlight the misconceptions and dangers Used carelessly, terms like 'social about providing charity on a basis which 
of allowing language to be co-opted with- entrepreneur' have the potential to may seem desirable to a business enter-
out clarity and accuracy about its meaning diminish those involved in social-service prise. The prevention and avoidance of 
and how it is applied. delivery. They can come to be seen only inequities is also an aim. If we uncriti-

Language is an extremely power- as self-interested members of an 'indus- cally accept the ideas of social entre-
ful tool. When you change language or try' seeking new partnerships to increase preneurship, we risk underplaying or 
accept new language it can change your injections of money, rather than as an undervaluing the role the community sec-
ideas, vision or ideals and can build up a essential component of civil society. The tor plays in social change and community 
new untested philosophy. We have seen community sector needs to be more vigi- cohesion. What must not be lost is the 
this with recent promotion of notions lant and clear about the language used to capacity for independent advocacy. What 
like 'mutual obligation', which contain describe what it does. It needs to claim must be retained is a focus-not just on 
much discussion about the obligations to and own its function and role in society service delivery but on systemic solutions 
society of the person on low social secu- and its important contribution. to problems. This may not be attractive to 
rity benefits, but little about the recipro- Unfettered market forces, competi- many 'social entrepreneurs'. • 
cal obligations of government and those tion and quantitative 'benchmarking' 
who have power and resources. With the are often inappropriate frameworks for 
current spin placed on it by politicians community services as they can lead to 
and the m edia, 'mutual obligation ' makes social fragm entation. Certainly, efficiency 
it easier to blame individual people for and performance have improved in some 

Liz Curran is a Lecturer in Law and Legal 
Studies at LaTrobe University. She is also 
a consultant to Catholic Social Services 
Victoria . 
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Are you free? 
Rura l communities li ke Gunning run on voluntary labour, 

THN McDmMOTT d"cribe' him"lf 
as a pennyfarthingologist. At the begin
ning of August, he sat high in the saddle 
of a penny farthing as he rode along the 
highway that passes near the small town 
where I live. He had ridden from Uluru 
and was heading towards Sydney. 

John was trying to raise money for 
research into multiple sclerosis (MS). He 
was inspired to undertake such a difficult 
journey because a friend of his has MS and 
is confined to a wheelchair. John chose to 
begin at Uluru because he wanted to draw 
attention to the core of the problem with 
MS, namely that its causes are not prop
erly unders tood. The idea of the penny 
farthing was to highlight the difficulties 
people with MS face, especially with 
mobili ty. A penny farthing is an awkward 
beast to manoeuvre: the rider can't even 
stand up on the pedals to relieve the pres
sure on his bum. For the first two days 
of the ride, John was in agony, with only 
pawpaw oin tm ent to provide relief. It took 
41 days to get from Uluru to Sydney. 

John was accompanied on the trip by 
a 'very patient' support driver, David Pen
berthy. 'I averaged about 13 km per hour 
at the start of the trip so we made that a 
distance marker. David would drive ahead 
13 km and wait for me to arrive. I would 
eventually arrive and have a ten-minute 
break and then cycle again. He would 
overtake me and drive ah ead 13 km and, 
yes, you guessed it, wait for about one 
hour for me to arrive. All the way from 
Uluru. In total, he would have done this 
about 250 times.' 

If volunteering is a sport, John McDer
mott is a practitioner of the extrem e ver
sion. With the help of family, friends and 
supporters, h e met all the costs of the 
expedition out of his own pocket. People 
were urged to ring a special number on 
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according to Michael McGirr. 

the side of the van David was driving and 
make a donation. He received quite a lot 
of media attention, his story featuring as a 
curiosity item at the end of local TV news 
bulletins in the places h e passed through . 
He spoke regular! y on the phone to radio 
presenters like Alan Jones. He literally 
worked his butt off. In spite of all that, h e 
raised just a small fraction of his target. 
Undaunted, he is already planning another 
campaign to support the sam e cause. 

There is an undeniable nobility in what 
John was doing. But also something inexpli
cable, som ething quixotic. It 's impossible 
to meet John without thinking a little bet
ter of the human condition in general and 

a little worse of it as exemplified 

G 
by your own particular case. 

UNNING, ON THE SOUthern table
lands of NSW, where I live, supports a 
small number of businesses. Most of these 
cater for bread-and-butter necessities: pet
rol, food, postage and grog. In financial 
terms, it is a quiet economy. Yet there's a 
lot happening. And it 's nearly all done by 
volunteers . 

Every fortnight, a group gathers to 
assemble the local newspaper. It 's called 
The Lions Noticeboard because it is 
organised by the sm all Lions Club. Nor
mally it runs to about six double-sided A4 
sheets, run off on cranky photocopiers, 
and contains small items advertising the 
next garage sale, yoga class and commu
nity meeting of one kind or another. It cir
culates about 1200 copies throughout the 
shire and is avidly read. Around here, three 
lines in the Noticeboard will bring a better 
response than half a page in the Goulburn 
Post. If the paper is running late, its read
ers start asking where it is. But it's a big 
effort from the organisers, and they're 
tired by the end of it, especially during 

the spring shearing season . The sam e 
small group organises the m onthly local 
markets, the 'driver reviver' on the high
ways during holidays and sausage sizzles 
at town events . Everybody admires them. 
Few people join them. The Lions Club 
organised an information night to try to 
attract new m embers. They letterboxed 
extensively, but nobody turned up . 

The story is different when people 
are asked to volunteer for a cause that is 
closer to hom e. According to Peter Dyce, 
the local fire control officer, about ten per 
cent of the shire are active members of vol
unteer fire brigades. Dyce says that when 
he started fighting fires over 40 years ago, 
you were just expected to know what to 
do and, in the event of a fire, were shouted 
at until you did. Now they run courses. 
Parents bring their teenagers to earn their 
fire badges. In the culture of communities 
like this, it is almost as much a rite of pas
sage as getting a driver's licence. 

Dyce points out that nowhere is a 
change in volunteer culture more evi
dent than in the acceptance of 'critical 
incident stress' counselling for firefight
ers who have been involved in traumatic 
situations, especially for those called to 
motor accidents. He says that the value 
of such counselling came home to him 
when he found himself in just such a ses
sion, for the first time, after a minor inci
dent . He started to recall incidents vividly 
that were 15 or 20 years old and that he 
thought he had forgotten . 

'It all sits up there,' he says, pointing to 
his head. 'It's a time bomb, that stuff. You 
have to deal with it or it can be triggered 
at any moment.' 

Meanwhile, there would be no enter
tainment in Gunning if it were not for 
functio ns organised by local groups. There 
are fewer than 600 people in the town, a 



couple of thousand in the shire, yet when 
the pre-school organised a trivia night 150 
people came. A good number took the 
challenge to dress to the theme of ' the 
year of the outback'; the winning table 
had gone to the trouble of setting itself 
up as a rabbit-proof fence. Because the $20 
donation includes a three-course m eal, 
running the evening was a huge undertak
ing. The kitchen attached to the shire hall 
was crowded with volunteer helpers. By 
the end of the night, som e of them may 
well have needed critical incident stress 
counselling themselves. 

The Catholic parish puts on an art 
show, the Uniting Church a garden show, 
the CWA caters the breakfas t for Anzac 
Day. Groups like the Red Cross take it 
in turns to provide the Monday lunch for 
senior citizens; a volunteer committee 
is preparing for the 102nd annual show 
early next year. Another group organised 
a bingo night to raise funds for drought 
relief in Bourke. Parents from the local 
school have a roster to sell drinks and 
snacks at the swimming pool during the 
summer holidays. 

The local Gunning Focus Group has 
brought live drama, string quartets, guitar 
ensembles, cello recitals and art exhibi
tions to town. On one m emorable occa
sion, it persuaded an 80-piece orchestra 

to come and play Bartok. They have also 
planted roses in the main street and other 
public places. N obody asked them to do 
it . They are just glad they do. The Focus 
Group is significantly indebted to the 
vision of Mike and Wendy Coley, who 
thought they were coming to Gunning to 
retire. 

Councillor Mike Coley makes a 
number of points about the volunteer cul
ture in a town like this. He says it is easier 
for people to see what the needs are when 
the community is small; and their efforts 
are more likely to be appreciated. He also 
points out the way in which volunteering 
can bring two separate groups together. 
On the one hand, new arrivals to the town 
often look to join activities as a way of 
meeting people. On the other, the groups 
they can join have often been run for years 
by a small band of faithful workers . In 
some cases, their parents and grandpar
ents were active in those groups. 

The volunteer culture is deeply 
entrenched. It is represented in some ways 
by the much revered local war mem orial 
outside the post office, the building from 
which many of those whose names are set 
in stone enlisted. Th e m emorial is a shrine 
to the only exclusively volunteer army to 
fight in World War I. But those volunteers 
were paid-a shilling a day, according to 

the legend. One of the shortcomings of a 
volunteer economy is that people can be 
suspicious of anyone who is paid to do 
work 'for the community'. 

You often see an SES truck parked out
side Coley's house. He is part of a group 
that is called outside the shire to help in 
rescues and storm relief. He is also the 
local snake-catcher. 

'I used to have a paranoid fear of snakes 
but decided to get over it . Many years ago, 
as a sop for my "divorce" I started bird
watching. This got m e into the bush and 
all kinds of flora and fauna. Snakes are an 
indispensable part of the Australian bush 
and I think they are beautiful creatures, 
so when the chance cam e to learn about 
them , I took it. Catching them was the 
pretext for the learning. Overcoming fear 
is good for you, be it through snake-catch
ing, abseiling or public speaking. I still 
dislike spiders!' 

Coley's experience with snakes says 
something about volunteer culture. It 
works best when personal needs and com 
munity needs fit together. It's hard to 
measure what that means to the economy 
of a town like Gunning. But econom y is 
too narrow a term to describe life. • 

Michael McGirr is the fiction editor of 
Mean iin. 
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Caught 1n the middle • 

L 
Overseas aid organisations face difficul t times. Patrick Kilby reports. 

ET u s IMAGINE an Australian vol- and requires them not to get involved in education, and emergency work follow-
untary aid organisation that has just won 'politics '- On the other hand, the organisa- ing floods and drought; they work in war 
a lucrative contract from the Austral- tion's values of social justice and its com- zones and as advocates for human rights. 
ian government's overseas aid agency, mitment to the community make it very These agencies range from global giants 
AusAID. They are contracted to provide difficult for it to ignore the plight of peo- like Oxfam, Care and World Vision, to 
water to the people in a remote district of a ple being exploited by the operations of a much smaller organisations- th e vast 
country nearby. A large Australian mining mining company. So what does it do? majority-which are locally based an d 
company is also operating in the district, This hypothetical dilemma is an every- operate on a shoestring. 
with its own lucrative contract, and is day occurrence for Australia's voluntary aid The debate about the role of the val-
supported by the military of that country. agencies. Their work involves balancing untary agencies in Australia is hotting up 
For the local people, the predations of the their obligations to their donor (often the within aid circles. For its part, the federal 
mining company are a more immediate Australian government), to the people with government questions whether they are 
concern than an improved water supply, whom they are working, and to efficient and accountable for the public 
so they ask the Australian aid organisa- A their own organisational values. funds they receive. Others, especially on 
tion to intercede on their behalf. the political right, question whether the 

This request puts the organisation in a USTRALIAN voluntary aid agencies agencies should participate in the broader 
bit of a bind. On the one hand, they have are involved in channelling around $500 policy debates about issues like human 
a contract with AusAID that specifies the million to developing countries. They rights and the operations of mining com-
timing and outcom es of the water project, work in water and sanitation, h ealth and panies. The Institute of Public Affairs, for 
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example, questions the role of the volun
tary aid agencies in taking moral stands on 
policy and entering political debates. The 
Institute believes that the agencies should 
stick to their instrumental role as charities 
and deliver welfare to the less fortunate. 
Towards the other end of the political 
spectrum, writers like Alex de Waal argue 
that the voluntary agencies do not take a 
moral stance often enough and m ay be 
condemned for seeming to stand by as gen
ocide takes place and then to provide food 
and shelter to the alleged perpetrators-as 
happened in Rwanda and Zaire in the early 
1990s. He argues that they should be more 
passionate advocates for the people with 
whom they are working. 

Voluntary aid agencies face a choice. 
Should they deliver services to those in 
need regardless of the broader context ? 
Or should they risk their access to people 
and to public resources by entering politi
cal debates? Every day different agencies 
are engaged in campaigns on such issues 
as the rights of asylum seekers, the rights 
of indigenous peoples against states and 
mining companies, and the adverse effects 
of international trade rules on the world's 
poores t people. They all have to make 
judgm ents about whether they will dam
age themselves, their standing and their 
income by entering these public debates. 

The $500 million managed by Aus
tralian voluntary aid agencies is about a 
quarter of Australia's total aid expendi
ture (official and voluntary combined). 
Sixty per cent of the voluntary agencies' 
funding comes as donations directly from 
the Australian community-an average 
of $38 per household each year. Nearly 
three million Australians involve them 
selves in some way or other in support
ing volunta ry aid work each year. The 
government's slice of the $500 million is 
a little over $100 million (eight per cent of 
the total government aid budget ), a figure 
that has been almost static since the early 
1990s. For each of the last three years, vol
untary donations to aid organisa tions have 
risen by over 13 per cent; from the public's 
point of view, voluntary agencies seem to 
be doing something right. 

Governments of all political colours 
seem to be less sure. Through a series of 

Left and above: Whose prioriti es? Even loca lly 
based aid organisations in India have trouble 
reflecti ng the needs of their communities. 
Photographs by Mathias Heng. 

inquiries over the pas t decade they have 
been questioning the role of the volun
tary aid agencies, trying to understand 
what m akes these organisations tick, and 
attempting to reach a view on how gov
ernment should interact with them in a 
world where market values reign. Volun
tary aid organisa tions seem to sit oddly 
in their public role. The problem is that 
voluntary agencies exist not to represent 
a particular group in society-workers, 
indigenous peoples, wom en, or business, 
for example-but solely to represent and 
promote certain values and, through those 

values, to represent those who are margin
alised and voiceless. 

Most often these values are based on 
religion or spirituality, but they can also 
be based on humanism, altruism, environ
mental concern, or the pursuit of human 
rights. One could argu e that the overarching 
value for voluntary aid agencies is human
itarianism- making the world a better 
place for its poorest and most marginalised 
citizens. It is because voluntary agencies 
represent values ra ther than a specific con
stituency-a constituency that votes in 
Australian elections-that governments 

have trouble working out how 
they should respond to them . 

NONE OF T HI S is new. The his
tory of voluntary aid is long. The church 
missions have been sending people, not 
only to proselytise but also to 'help the 

poor and needy', for the last three or four 
hundred years. (The first record of volun
tary foreign aid com es from Quebec in the 
1600s. ) Voluntary aid sought to address 
injustice and alleviate poverty in foreign 
lands well ahead of any government 
attempts to do the same. 

Given the violence and injustice of 
colonialism, it was a natural progression 
for these early agencies to become advo
cates attempting to change the govern
ment policy of the tim e. A quick glance at 
the N obel Peace Prize winners for the last 
century shows voluntary agencies earn
ing the honour not for their charity, but 
for their work for peace and justice. Win
ners include the Red Cross (four t im es), 
the Quakers, Amnesty International, 
Medecins Sans Frontieres, and a number 
of peace groups. The Anti -S lavery Society, 
founded in 1787, now focuses on the latest 
and nastiest manifes tation of slavery, 
child labour and sexual trafficking. 

But it was not until the end of World 
War II, amid the humanitarian crises that 
followed, that the voluntary aid agencies 
becam e prominent . From the 1960s, the 
Vietnam War, war and fa mine in Biafra 
and, a little later, the Bangladesh crisis 
saw these organisa tions take centre stage 
in the public debates of the time. It was 
around this time, in 1965, that the Aus
tralian Council for Overseas Aid, the 
peak council of voluntary aid agencies 
in Australia, was established. Australian 
government funding of the voluntary 
aid agencies was still negligible, though 
public contributions were higher (as a per
centage of GDP) than they are today. 

In the mid-1970s the Australian gov
ernment began to recognise the work of 
the voluntary agencies and began to pro
vide a co-payment or subsidy to the vol
untary agencies' work. This was quickly 
followed by tax deductibility for dona
tions and full grant funding in the early 
1980s. 

The humanitarian crises of Cambodia 
and Ethiopia highlighted the broader role 
that voluntary aid agencies could play. In 
both cases, they could reach people in need 
more easily than government programs 
could. In the case of Cambodia, Australia 
saw the voluntary agencies as a way not 
only of supporting longer- term rehabilita
tion , but also of es tablishing links with 
the Cambodian government that would 
com e in handy during the reconciliation 
process of the late 1980s. 
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We work with communities, famil ies and 
young people in critical need. 

• Some of Australia 's most disadvantaged 
communities in Newcastle , Co ll ingwood, 
Fitzroy and Richmond 

• Migrant famil ies, refugee youth and 
asylum seekers 

• Homeless young people just released 
from prison 

• Long term unemployed with serious 
disabilities 

You can belp by forwarding 
a tax -deductible donation! 

Jesuit Social Services 
PO Box 271 , Richmond VIC 3121 

Tel: (03) 9427 7388 www.jss.org .au 
· D I enclose my Christmas 

donation of $ .... ..... ...... .. .. . 
• D Cheque/Money order enclosed 
. OR Please debit my D Bankcard 
· D Mastercard D Visa 

I Ixl1y Date ..... if III No. 
]j 

Signature ..... ....... ........ ... ... ..... ...... ..... ........ . 

Name .. .. 

Address .. ..... .. . 

..... .. Postcode .. 
Telephone 

Home .... ... .. .......... Work ... .. 
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But the end of the Cold War reduced 
the need for the aid organisations to per
form a broader quasi-diplomatic role, and 
so began a decade of questioning where 
they fitted into the official aid program . 
Were these agencies as efficient and effec
tive as they claimed? Did they have the 
public support to warrant a role in offi 
cial aid ? These ques tions coincided wi th 
the policy of 'downsizing' governm ent 
and introducing contestable contracts for 

government services, including 
foreign aid . 

R EVIEWS OF THE relation ship between 
government and voluntary aid agen cies 
cam e one after another in th e 1990s . 
AusAID's Review of the Effectiveness of 
NCO Programs (1995) was followed by 
reviews of efficiency and accoun tabili ty 
by the Industry Commission (1995) and 
by the N ational Audit Office (1996 and 
1998). Mos t recently, AusAID has con
ducted an internal review of the quali ty 
of the volun tary agencies' work, through 
what they refer to as their 'quality assur
ance processes' . 

All of these reviews questioned the 
basis of the engagem ent between gov
ernment and the volu n tary agencies. For 
example, the Review of the Effec tiveness 
of N C O Programs found that non-govern
m ent organisation (N GO) program s were 
rated as better than satisfactory in meet
ing their objectives, and were cost-effec
tive in 90 per cent of cases . But it went on 
to quest ion the basis for government fund
ing and to argue for an even greater con
tribution of voluntary funds to AusAID's 
NGO funding schem es. 

The other government reports of the 
1990s focused primarily on the role of the 
voluntary aid agencies as service-delivery 
agen ts, and the accountability obliga
tion s inherent in that relationship. The 
Au dit Office pu t it most succinctly wh en 
it referred to th e relationship strictly in 
client- patron term s. This 'purchaser pro
vider m odel' is: 

concerned with the relationship between 
those who define the objectives-the prin
cipals-and those responsible for deliver
ing them- the agents. The basic premise 
is that the principal-agent relationship 
is a contrac tual one: legally enforceable 
rights and obligations are created. The 
three crucial elements of the contract are 
that the ' task must be clearly defin ed, the 

responsibili ties of the agent delineated, 
[a nd) the relevant performance indicators 
identified'. 

According to this model, there is no 
role for the voluntary aid agency in iden
tifying priorities, needs or approaches, 
let alone advocating on issues of social 
justice. T his represented a sea change in 
the approach of governm ent to voluntary 
agencies, and is a distinct shift away from 
its view of these organisa tions in the mid-
1980s. At that time, the Jackson Commit
tee report into the officia l aid program 
emphasised the voluntary nature and 
values base of the private agencies, and 
suggested an even greater flexibility and 
autonom y for the government support of 
voluntary agencies. 

In the mid- 1980s the funding of vol
untary agencies was a sign that govern
m ent recognised the value of their work, 
and would match voluntary donations. 
N ow th e funding of voluntary agencies 
is seen as an AusAID program, which the 
volun tary agencies subsidise from th eir 
own funds. A cynic m igh t argu e that this 
is m erely a way for the government to 
reduce the cost of official aid. 

This sharp change in government 
percep tions has led to increased tension 
between governmen t and voluntary agen 
cies in the early 2000s. T he voluntary 
agencies have consequently begun to 
foc us their attention on the new policy 
environment, and h ow their values are 
th reatened. At a recen t conference, vol
un tary aid agencies emphasised their 
commitment to va lues, to form ing strong 
partnersh ips with people they work with, 

and to entering into long- term 

A 
engagem en ts. 

U STRAL IAN voluntary aid agencies 
are not beyond criticism . But the criti
cism they receive is often ill-directed. The 
real debate for Aust ralian voluntary agen 
cies is about their relationships with the 
people they serve in developing countries. 
The danger is that the agencies can allow 
their own values to drive their program s 
and define the need, whi ch may be differ
ent from the real aspirations of the people 
they are serving. 

When I surveyed poor and marginal
ised Indian women for a recent research 
project, for example, I found that fa m ily 
violence and the effects of an overbearing 
patriarchy were major issues. But m ost 



voluntary agencies won't touch these 
issues . This reluctance is exacerbated 
if, under pressure from Western govern
ments, agencies are forced into weakening 
their relationships with local communi
ties and start to see them as 'beneficiaries' 
of the donor's largesse. 

Voluntary aid agencies often use the 
language of empowerment, but if lan
guage is to be turned into action then 
their relationship with the people they are 
serving would have to change radically. 
And that possibility is not even remotely 
considered in the new system of govern
ment contracts. NGOs would have to give 
up some power, not to the donor govern
ment as is currently the case, but to those 
people they are working with in develop
ing countries. For the smaller voluntary 
agencies this is possible (although few do 
it), but for global giants like Oxfam, Care 
and World Vision, this change in direction 
is virtually impossible. 

This issue is not confined to aid pro
grams funded by Western governments. 
During my Indian research I looked at 15, 
mainly small, local voluntary agencies 
and found that as 'public benefit organi
sations' they were not required to have 
any accountability to the people they 
were working with. As a consequence, 
only a couple of these organisations had 
a process for checking back with the 
community on their work and giving the 
people a role in planning the work of the 
organisations. While voluntary agencies 
are generally closer to communities they 
are serving than oth er aid agencies, such 
as governmen t agencies or commercial 
contractors, the evidence that voluntary 
agencies are encouraging real participa
tion and empowerment still seems a 
little thin . 

There are three competing pressures 
that Australian voluntary agencies face in 
how they work with the poor and margin
alised. First, their partners and the people 
with whom they are working in develop
ing countries are becoming more involved 
in issues of empowerment and human 
rights. As a consequence, questions arise 
about whether voluntary agencies are 
allowing the poor and marginalised to 
determine their own priorities. The pres
sure for change comes as people with 
whom voluntary agencies are working 
begin to hold the agencies to account. 
What this m eans, in practice, is that vol
untary agencies are beginning to reflect 

on the relationship they have with their 
counterparts in developing countries. 
They are asking how they can expand 
local control, meet real needs and be 
accountable to those people. 

The second pressure conflicts with the 
push for more local control. Even though 
the proportion of government funding is 
not high, it is still enough to give the gov
ernment some control over how voluntary 
agencies opera te. The purchaser- provider 
approach used by the government means 
that in order for voluntary agency pro
gram s to attract official funding, their 
objectives, processes and practices must 
all be approved and, in some cases, deter
mined in advance by the government. 

nevertheless the diversity of values has 
prevented the voluntary agencies falling 
into the trap of seeking blueprints for suc
cess, something virtually impossible in a 
chaotic world. 

The move to standardisation and the 
widespread adoption of development 
fashions such as 'micro-finance' or 'natu
ral resource management' mean that the 
strength of the diversity is being lost. 
And it becomes very hard for a voluntary 
agency to take moral stands and protes t 
against injustice when their work on the 
ground is pre-programmed. 

The voluntary aid agencies are now 
asking the government whether the pur
chaser-provider model is appropriate. 

Language of empowerment: a school run by an Indian NGO in Delhi. Photograph by Mathias Heng. 

Development success in the AusA.ID 
scheme of things is now being m easured 
more by adherence to fixed logical frame
works than by responsiveness, flexibility 
and local control. 

The final pressure on the voluntary 
aid sector, coming indirectly from gov
ernment, is to find some standard model 
that they can all adopt . This is the rheto
ric of 'best practice'. But the strength 
of voluntary agencies over the past few 
hundred years has been in their diver
sity-so much so that one could borrow 
from Mao his dictum, 'let a thousand 
flowers bloom' . Voluntary agencies have 
approached different problems in different 
ways, and espoused different values. One 
could question these values at times, but 

This debate is important, and the outcom e 
will determine whether Australian volun
tary agencies maintain their diversity and 
unique character. 

But the other debate is broader, and 
is not one just for government action. 
Voluntary agencies face the challenge 
of maintaining their values while at the 
sam e time being more accountable to 
the people they work with, and enabling 
those people to find a voice in a globalised 
world. • 

Patrick Kilby is completing a PhD on 
NGOs and Empowerment in India at the 
National Centre for Development Stud
ies at the ANU and does policy work for 
Oxfam Community Aid Abroad. 
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Where have all the 
activists gone? 

Why has social justice slipped off our agenda? asks David Scott, former director of the 
Brotherhood of St Laurence and Community Aid Abroad. 

A CTmSM " flomishing in some 
areas of public policy but is effectively 
absent in others. 

Large numbers of people have been 
attracted to A Just Australia, a group 
advocating just refugee programs, led 
by Julian Burnside, Malcolm Fraser and 
Phillip Adams. Organisations promoting 
land care, water conservation and environ
m ental protection are buttressed by pub
lic figures like the actor Jack Thompson, 
businessman Richard Pratt and musician 
Peter Garrett. The Australian Conserva
tion Foundation and Greenpeace have 
large memberships and are supported by 
hundreds of groups defending clean 
air and water, combating salinity and 
greenhouse effects and protecting native 
animals and old buildings. Noel Pearson, 
Pat and Mick Dodson, Peter Yu, Lowitja 
O'Donoghue and many other leaders of 
the Indigenous community command 
attention and respect from the m edia, 
the public and government. And Robert 
Manne and Raimond Gaita have provided 
resolute leadership in the 'stolen genera
tion' debate. Hundreds of thousands of 
Australians supported the notion, if not 
the implementation, of reconciliation in 
public events during 2001. 

This is the good news. But what of the 
250,000 Australians trapped by long-term 
unemployment and the 400,000 other 
unemployed people and their dependants? 
And, with work as the main determinant 
of living standards and a place in the com
munity, what of another 560,000 people 
wanting more work and 800,000 who aren't 
looking but who would take work if it were 
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available? Behind these statistics are aliena
tion, drug abuse, family breakdown, ill 
health and crime. But where are the leaders 
to mobilise public opinion and influence 
government policies with well-thought
out strategies, imaginative policies, skilled 
communications, passion and persistence? 

Traditional dissenters, the churches 
and community non-government organi
sations (NGOs), have become less vocal, 
even acquiescent. Some of them produce 
well-argued reports that reflect their con
cerns, but there is no sustained, identified, 
social justice movement with publicly 
recognised leaders . 

Why the muted voices? 
There are many reasons. Under priva

tisation policies, responsibility for health 
and welfare services has been delegated to 
the private sector or to non-government, 
not-for-profit organisations. The Kennett 
government in Victoria, for example, 
implemented this policy through compul
sory competitive tendering of contracts. 
Small and often vocal local agencies were 
closed to achieve economies of scale in 
tendering. Larger, special purpose organi
sations were amalgamated into Catholic, 
Anglican, Salvation Army and Uniting 
Church conglomerates under centralised 
boards and management, obliged to com
pete with one another. Under the Bracks 
government the method of funding has 
been changed but the structures and many 
of the consequences remain. 

At the federal level, funding was 
removed from dissenting organisations, 
notably those working for women, youth 
and the environment. Grants to others, 

notably the Australian Conservation 
Foundation, were reduced. The Austral
ian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) has 
agreed to notify the Department of Family 
and Community Services just prior to issu
ing a media release (although the depart
ment does not see the release until it is 

distributed publicly and does not 
have the right to veto or amend). 

LEADERS OF non-government 
organisations are now responsible for 
large, diverse and complex organisations 
that may include income-producing busi
nesses and expensive fund-raising opera
tions. Many have 'corporatised' on models 
designed to achieve efficiency and effec
tiveness in enterprises where outcomes 
can be measured quantitatively. CEOs 
have less time for policy development and 
sustained advocacy. The need to attract 
funding from the business sector also 
tempers reforming zeal. 

Many organisations, founded by 
determined, passionate people, are reach
ing middle age. Anglican priest Gerard 
Tucker, founder of the Brotherhood of St 
Laurence and Community Aid Abroad, 
recognised the implications of the life 
cycle of organisations. 

When Tucker was gravely ill in the 
1970s, the Brotherhood's chaplain, Peter 
Hollingworth, visited him in Geelong Hos
pital. Tucker had devoted his life to the 
Anglican Church. Hollingworth asked him 
what he had to say about it. A weak voice 
replied: 'Burn it down and start again.' 

The movement by some NGOs into 
'Third Way' initiatives such as 'social 



entrepreneurship' and 'community- busi
n ess' partnerships is actively promoted 
by Prime Minister John Howard. Ron 
Clarke's Council for the Encouragem ent 
of Philanthropy is another initiative 
aimed at raising money from business 
and giving donors 'a say in how donation s 
should be spent'. 

These projects will certainly give som e 
business people a more realistic under
standing of social disabilities, but there is a 
risk they will deflect attention from politi
cal reality. It is government that distrib
utes, or fails to distribute, access to jobs, 
hom es, education, health services and rea
sonable living standards and opportunities. 
And it is governments that must be influ
enced to respond to social injustices. 

Business recognises the role of govern
m ent in creating a favourable environment 
in which it can operate. Perhaps business 
can also be encouraged to appreciate the 
social and economic costs of exclusion 
and support the modest policy changes 
needed to remove some of the systemic 
causes of disadvantage. 

Unemployment, family dysfunction, 
youth alienation and homelessn ess seem 
complex and intractable alongside recon
ciliation, environmental protection and 
the treatment of asylum seekers. And 
the reason for this sense of intractabil
ity-and the malaise it can cause-is that 
the policy responses we need to address 
these systemic issues have been ruled 
out for almost a genera tion by the market 
doctrine shared by Coalition and Labor 
parties. Australians have been effectively 
denied the opportunity of considering 
more inclusive economic policies. 

Employment Minister Tony Abbott 's 
redefinition of the notion of 'mutual obli
gation' reflects the dominance of these 
attitudes. For 40 years, 'mutual obliga tion' 
included the government's responsibility 
to provide jobs. Although 'full employ
m ent ' was seldom achieved, there was a 
broad recognition of a right to work. The 
obliga tion of unemployed people was to 
accept the jobs that were available. 

As the government now sees it, its 
only obligation is to provide a below
poverty-line level of ben efit. In return, 
unemployed people are required to submit 
to a regime of regulations reinforced by a 
punitive 'breaching' code and Work for the 
Dole, which should h ave been voluntary, 
not compulsory. As Employment Minister 
in this atmosphere, Abbott 's task is to 

manage the political issue of unemploy
m ent, not to provide more jobs. We need 
to challenge the notion that employment 
is instrumental-a function of indus
try- and no longer has intrinsic value as a 
policy objective in itself. 

The UK and the Netherlands have 
reduced unemployment to half the Austral
ian level with a mix of economic reforms 
that encourage part-time work, local com
munity development programs and eco
nomically justified job creation. Australian 

'needed to come up with the words that 
move us, that cut through the selfishness 
and the fear and the prevailing pragma
tism that judges policy not by its intrinsic 
merit, but by its popularity'. 

Economist and long-time dissenter, 
J.K. Galbraith, believes a greater m eas
ure of social justice will only be achieved 
by a coalition of the people with advan
tage-whose personal values are offended 
by gross inequality-and the 'victims ', the 
people excluded from much that society 

A pub lic housing estate in inner Melbourne. Photograph by Bill Th omas. 

social policy, once in the international 
vanguard, has stagnated under Coalition 
governments and the Labor Party's policy 
vacuum. Meanwhile, public funding for 
education in Australia has declined as a 
proportion of Comm onwealth expendi
tures, and much has been shifted across to 
the private sector. A similar trend is occur
ring with health expenditure. 

The lack of moral leadership for the 
less popular and seemingly intractable 
social issues is difficult to understand. 
The misery caused by social injustices in 
a prosperous society is, and should be seen 
to be, as m orally repugnant as the treat
m ent of asylum seekers or abuse of the 
environment . 

Where are the angry intellectuals and 
knowledgeable welfare sector leaders? 
Where are the self-help organisations? 
Why do a rnillion unemployed people have 
no effective voice? Where are the writers 
who, in the words of Hilary McPhee, are 

offers others. Australian churches, trade 
unions, community agencies and sympa
thetic people in the business world could 
form a formidable force for social justice. 

Among these, human-service organisa
tions know best the urgency of the need 
for affirmative action to change priorities, 
and to convert unmet employment needs 
in the infrastructure, environment, and 
health and welfare sectors into viable, 
productive jobs. These m easures will also 
benefit the economy. 

Will N GOs provide leadership for a 
social justice movement or have they 
become fran chisees of government? • 

David Scott is the author of Don 't Mourn 
for Me-Organise: The Political Uses 
of Voluntary Organisations (Allen & 
Unwin ). He i a former director of Com 
munity Aid Abroad and the Brotherhood 
of St Laurence and a past president of 
ACOSS. 
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[HEsHoRrLIS] 
Faith: Fa ith Handler, Gentle Activist, Marilyn 
Lake. Allen & Unwin, 2002. ISBN 1 865 0884 1 
2, RRP $39.95 
Faith Bandler is one of those few people whose 
presence, you feel, could sweeten the m emory 
even of harsh times. She always worked on the 
edge, but also fo und and gave the support yo u 
need to live there. Her fa ther had been kid
napped in the Pacific islands for work in the 
cane fieldsi he then had to disappear in order to 

avoid being forcibly sent back to the fields. 
She knew discrimination at school, but found also the affir

mation to sustain her study. She worked and found companion
ship during the war, but her commitment to justice for Indigenous 
people was fed by her discovery that Indigenous women were made 
to work separately and were paid less. When she went as a Peace 
Council delegate to the Soviet bloc, she recognised the inequities 
of life there, but on her return was sacked fo r having gone. She 
married a Jewish refugee, and becam e involved in Indigenous poli
tics . Her work with the Federal Council for the Advancement of 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders helped prepare and carry th e 
referendum of 1967. Subsequently, she negotiated for the recogni
tion of the South Sea Islanders, who were overlooked in the Act 
that followed the referendum . In her later years, she wrote and 
spoke extensively. 

Marilyn Lake's biography captures something of the attrac
tive personality of Faith Bandler and her integrity and ability to 
negotia te in the face of the prejudice she m et in almost all her 
commitments. -Andrew Hamilton SJ 

Terror: A Meditation on the Meaning of Septem
ber 11, John Carroll. Scribe Publications, 2002. 
ISBN 0 908 011 84 9, RRP $16.95 

J ,.hn l ;ar on l l 

The pictures of September 11 are the stuff of 1, E R R Q R 
apocalypse. John Carroll 's meditation on Sep- -' 
tember 11 is in hieratic and apocalyptic mode: 
the event reveals the crisis of Western culture, 
its cult of excess and its lack of self-knowledge. 
September 11 shows the need to return to cul
tural roots . 
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The hiera tic and apoca lyptic genre is hard to pull off today. It 
assumes belief in a God who reveals authoritatively to the small 
and fearful the drama behind the world of their suffering. This 
drama is for their salvation. 

In the absence of such a shared belief, the modern prophet 
is reduced to dissecting the cultural and political entrails of the 
world while trying to persuade us that they are more than tripe. In 
Carroll 's m editation, Osama bin Laden, the site of the World Trade 
Center, Duchamp's urinal and John Ford's films all become heavy 
with significance. 

Terror offers many insights based on rich cultural association. 
But to my mind it makes precisely the wrong moves. When Sep
tember 11 is made a cultural icon-in which clashes of civilisa
tions, of good and evil, of order and chaos, of culture and anomie, 
are all embodied-the ordinary preciousness of the human lives of 
those affected by it slips out of view. If the humanity of those who 
died in the World Trade Center, in the planes and in Afghanistan 
is obscured by the mis ts of higher m eaning, death will continue to 
beget death. -A.H. 
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My Forbidden Face. Growing up under the 
Taliban: A Young Woman's Story, Latifa (with 
th e co llabora ti on of Chckcha Hachcmi, trans
lated by Lisa Appignancsi). Virago Press, 2002. 
ISBN 1 86049 956 2, RRP $19.9S 
Latifa is not her real name, and she was smug
gled into France to tell this story. She was 16, and 
was living in Kabul when the Ta liban took over 
in 1996. My Forbidden Face includes a political 
history of Afghanistan, but it 's mainly her first

hand account of what happened. 
The book's focus is the extraordinary, deliberate persecution 

of wom en by the Taliban. Latifa is convinced that it was designed 
to destroy Afghan women, rather than compel them to lead a dif
ferent life. For example, women couldn 't work, so there were no 
female doctors, and a sick woman could not attend a male doctor. 
Widows were begging on the streets, little girls were found mur
dered. Other details in the book are even more distressing. 

But I was struck by the solidarity between men and women 
in Kabul, their sense of the Taliban as foreign occupiers, the long 
background of wa r, and their struggle to get news from the outside, 
believing the world had forgotten Afghanistan or didn't understand 
what was going on. In France, even Latifa wanted to go home to 
Afghanistan. I wonder what she and her family arc doing now. 

-Susannah Buckley 

The Naked Fish: An Autobiography of Beli ef, 
Ian Hansen . Wakefield Press, 2002. ISBN 1 86254 
593 6, RRP $24 .95 
Students eat teachers. They assimilate even the 
best of teachers into themselves. For that rea
son, it is always illuminating for former stu 
dents to read their teachers' stories in which 
they themselves are made food for their m en
tors ' thoughts. 

I remember Ian Hansen with gratitude as a 
teacher who insisted that literature is not simply something that 
you read and judge, but is part of a personal journey. In The Naked 
Fish, named after the ancien t Christian symbol, he describes his 
own journey, making special reference to changes within his reli
gious beliefs. 

More deeply, however, it is a book about the aloneness inher
ent in being son and father, and about the feeling of loneliness 
that this can engender. Like Edmund Gosse, Hansen's father was 
raised in the Plymouth Brethren. But h e later became a Baptist 
minister. He fought in the Great War, and afterwards his feeli ngs 
and convictions were veiled in a lack of communication. 

His son rarely penetrated the silence. Yet he found a world 
both in and beyond the Baptist church, and was also able to 
make a way around the rigid doctrine of scriptural inspira
tion that he inherited. In a poignant chapter, he also describes 
the pain entailed in the separation from grown children and 
grandchildren. 

Many of Hansen's reflections are concerned with religious 
belief, and his path to a belief that is reasonable. Towards the end 
of the book, he moves to fai th and its images, and perhaps to the 
goal of this journey-the resonances between the pain of separa
tions and the confronting image of the Father giving up the Son out 
of love. -A.H. 
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Nickel and Dimed: Undercover in Low-wage USA, Barbara Ehrenreich. 

W no 'oaR Ame<icon' live 
in expensive motels? And why do they 
need to pee in a cup every time they 
change jobs? 

There was a time when the 
respected author and journalist Bar
bara Ehrenreich didn 't even have an 
inkling that such questions existed, 
let alone how to answer them. But 
one day in 1997 over lunch with one 
of her editors-in a pretty good French 
resta urant, she readily admits-con
versation turned to the fat e await
ing the millions of American women 
who were about to be booted off wel
fare and into low-wage jobs by the 
Clinton administration. 'Someone,' 
Ehrenreich foolishly opined, 'ought to 
do the old fashioned kind of journal
ism-you know, go out there and try it 
for themselves.' A few years later she 
would fi nd herself publishing Nickel · 
and Dimed: Undercover in Low-wage 
USA. 

This kind of 'participatory journal
ism' has a long and honourable tradi
tion. Think of George Orwell, living a 
tramp's life in Paris and London; or George 
Plimpton, climbing into the ring with the 
boxing champion Archie Moore just so he 
could write about being pummelled by an 
expert . But it is a difficult form to get right 
because it requires at least two things that 
most journalists don 't possess: the ability 
to report on themselves, and a prepared
ness to be seen as less than perfect . 

Luckily Ehrenreich is a superb reporter 
on herself and unafraid of exposing her foi
bles and failures. She also gets off to a good 
start by being scrupulously honest about 
her m ethods and intentions. Before down
shifting from her cosy middle-class exist
ence, she carefully admits to constructing 
her very own self-funded safety net. 

While on the assignment she would 
always have a car-usually a Rent-a-Wreck, 

Granta Books, 2002. ISBN 1 862 07521 2, RRP $24.95 

which she paid for out of her journalistic 
earnings . She would never go homeless. 
If the experiment looked like leading to 
sleeping in doorways she would be on the 
first flight home. She would never go hun
gry. Her next square meal was only ever 
an Amex card away. And she would allow 
herself a little nes t egg to cover start-up 
costs-$1000 for accommodation, $200 for 
emergencies and $100 to cover her initial 
grocery bill. In addition, as she is quick to 
point out, Ehrenreich came to this experi
m ent with a number of other advantages: 
she was white, unencumbered by children, 
educated, fit and healthy. 

'So this is not a story of some death
defying "undercover" adventure', Ehrenre
ich writes, 'almost anyone could do what I 
did- look for jobs, work those jobs, try to 

make ends meet. In fact, millions of 
Americans do it every day, and with a 
lot less fanfare and dithering.' 

So how did she go, and what did 
she discover? 

Finding a job in the tight US labour 
market of the late 1990s wasn't a prob
lem. 'Barbara', the award-winning 
journalist, had no trouble becoming 
'Barb'-or more usually, 'Honey' or 
'Girl'-the unskilled worker, earning 
$6 to $7 an hour. Finding a life worth 
living, however, proved next to impos
sible. 

In Florida she worked as a wait
ress and a hotel cleaner. In Maine she 
becam e a contract house cleaner for a 
company called Maids International 
and worked weekends serving meals 
at a retirement home. In Minne
sota she worked as a shop assist
ant at Wal-Mart, the world's largest 
retail business. The jobs proved to 
be as back-breaking and mind-numb
ing as you would expect, but Ehren
reich 's description of doing them is 
both entertaining and poignant. She 

is particularly adept at noticing the small 
things, like the half-smoked cigarettes that 

are returned carefully to their 
packs by her fellow workers. 

B UT NO MATTER where she went there 
were always the sam e hoops to jump 
through . 

First up, completing the application 
questionnaire. The American job seeker, 
she discovered, is expected to answer any 
number of questions along these lines: 'Do 
you think safety on the job is the responsi
bility of management? '; 'How many dollars 
worth of stolen goods have you purchased 
in the last year? '; 'Do you find it difficult to 
stop moods of self pity?' 

Next, the obligatory drug test- because 
'if you want to stack Cheerios boxes or 
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vacuum hotel rooms in chemically fascist 
America, you have to be willing to squat 
down and pee in front of a health worker'. 
In the Land of the Free, drug testing work
ers is now a billion-dollar industry; some 
81 per cent of large employers now insist 
on their right to see the colour of your 
urine before they will even contemplate 
employing you. 

And what were these demeaning prac
tices supposed to achieve? 

The urine tes ts only allow corporate 
America to weed out the weed users, it 
seems, because cannabis lingers in the sys
tem for several weeks, while other, argu
ably more dangerous, drugs such as heroin, 
cocaine and alcohol, remain undetected 
because they pass out of the body within 
a few hours. 

As for the questionnaires, they might 
identify the rare, congenitally stupid appli
cant labouring under the misapprehension 
that admitting to criminality is a good 
thing to do in a job interview, but as they 
are unable to pick out intelligent impos
tors like Ehrenreich-who passed all her 
job applications with ease-you have to 
wonder about their efficacy. 

'The real function of these tests', Ehren
reich decides, 'is to convey information 
not to the employer but to the potential 
employee, and the information is always the 
same: You will have no secrets from us.' 

Where Ehrenreich failed consistently
despite her many advantages-was in mak
ing ends meet over a sustained length of 
time. At one point she ques tions whether 
a fellow worker is wise to live in a motel 
paying a high daily rate. Why not rent an 
apartment, Ehrenreich inquires naively, 
wouldn 't it be cheaper? 'And where am 
I supposed to get a month's rent and a 
month's deposit for an apartment?' she is 
asked with some vehemence. 

And that's the problem in a nutshell. 
Ehrenreich would arrive in town and 
quickly eat up her nest egg during the job
hunting phase on unavoidable expenses 
like motels, petrol and phone costs. By the 
time she was employed, however, the pov
erty trap had well and truly snapped shut 
and she was paying too much of her income 
in rent and relying too much on expensive 
fast food. 

She soon worked out that unless you 
acquire an employed spouse or a second 
job, the low-wage life can begin to look 
pretty hopeless. And as Ehrenreich obvi
ously drew the line at adultery in the name 

of journalism, she was forced to at tempt 
the latter option. Unfortunately, she was 
never able to make this work either. When 
she did manage to score a double shift, she 
soon realised that working at two physi
cally demanding jobs for 16 hours a day 
would lead her swiftly down yet another 
financial cul-de-sac, to a pile of unpayable 
health bills. 

Besides failing to survive, Ehrenreich 
was surprised to discover that some
times she just simply failed to cope. After 
exhausting herself working two shifts back
to-hack, she stuffs up royally while wait
ressing and walks out rather than sticking 
around to see if she's been fired. 'There is 
no vindication in this exit, no fuck-you 
surge of relief, just an overwhelming dank 
sense of failure ... ' Despite a successfu I 
writing career, a PhD in biology, a heal thy 
level of self-respect, and years of active 
gym membership, a job paying $7 an hour 
can tear you down and make you cry-not 
because the pay is lousy but because you 
just can't hack it. 

And this realisation cut a little deeper 
for Ehrenreich because waiting on tables 
could have so easily been her life. Her 
father, she reveals, was a miner who man
aged to get into managem ent, paving the 
way for her escape to the middle classes 
via university. Indeed, many members of 
her family, including her sister, still work 
in low-wage jobs. 

One night working a late shift as a shop 
assistant at Wal-Mart, she gets into an argu
m ent with another worker and experiences 
a dark and depressing epiphany. Maybe 
'Barbara' isn't as far away from 'Barb' as she 
smugly thought: 

Take away the career and the higher edu
cation, and maybe what you're left with is 
this original Barb, the one who might have 
ended up working at Wal-Mart for real if 
her father hadn't managed to climb out of 
the mines. So it's interesting, and more 
than a little disturbing, to see how Barb 
turned out-that she's meaner and slyer 
than I am, more cherishing of grudges, and 
not quite as smart as I hoped. 

It's an example of what Ehrenreich dubs 
the 'repetitive injury of the spirit'-and it 
is dishea rtening to think that it only took 
her a few months engaged in this wholly 
artificial experiment to suffer from it . • 

Brett Evans is the author of The Life and 
Soul of the Party, UNSW Press. 
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Tied to the gum tree 
Gum, Ashley Hay. Duffy & Snellgrove, 2002. ISBN 1 876 63 126 0, RRP $25 

I T'S A mY Aust,.li•n thing to do when 
you're far from home: to pick a leaf from 
a gum tree-a tree that is growing, often, 
where you least expect it-crush it, and 
inhale the smell of eucalyptus. Because 
they smell so strongly of home, the leaves 
of the eucalypt have been sent by wives 
and sweethearts to soldiers at the front, 
and carried in purses and wallets by travel
lers venturing out into the world. They've 
been turned into bookmarks and coasters 
and other knick-knacks to give to visitors 
as expressions of our selves, the portable 
essence of Australia, a reminder of our 
difference. 

They remain an emblem of that dif
ference, even though gum trees have been 
established in other countries now, for so 
long and in such numbers that their Aus
tralian origins are forgotten or misunder
stood by the people who live there and 
who see them every day. ln Brazil, Spain, 
India, California, they are treated, almost, 
as natives. Our trees have been exported 
ever since Joseph Banks took his thousands 
of botanical specimens back home to fire 
imaginations and make his reputation. In 
Ethiopia, as Ashley Hay tells us in one of 
the many laconic asides that characterise 
this splendid book, the 'Emperor Mene
lik, who had to move his country's capital 
every time it ran out of firewood, named its 
first permanent site Addis Ababa-"new 
flower"-after the eucalypts that had been 
planted as a permanent source of fuel '. 

The reference to Addis Ababa is one of 
many fascinating snippets that Hay does 
not labour but leaves to settle in our minds, 
reminding us that while we were cutting 
down trees for wood and pasture as if there 
were no tomorrow, we were also relentless 
in our enthusiasm to see the eucalypt take 
root in as many corners of the world as pos
sible, even in those where logic might have 
told us it would not thrive. This 'colonising 
tree', branded by many of the early arrivals 
from Europe as dull and useless, came to 

seem the answer to everything, Australia 's 
gift to the world. It was a fast-growing, ever
renewable resource that produced fuel and 
shelter and could also, thanks to the cura
tive properties of its oil, banish illness . 

Hay is excellent on that strange paradox 
that lies at the heart of our mixed and con
tradictory attitudes to the gum tree. In the 
mass, they are numberless and undifferen
tiated, stretching away into the distance. 
Anonymous, their colours neither bright 
nor clear enough, their shapes twisted, even 
deformed, they are resistant to improve
ment by clipping or pruning or other forms 
of human intervention. But beneath the 
superficial anonymity is an extraordinary 
variety of species and sub-species, a play 
of light and shade that is unique to each 
tree, lending it a distinctive personality, an 
almost human character that deepen and 
improves on acquaintance. It 's what keeps 
us coming back, as artists like Glover and 
Heysen and Namatjira and Williams kept 
coming back, for another look. 

We respond to the gums the way we 
respond to people. Taken together they are 
overwhelming: impressive in their way, but 
difficult to feel any real connection with. 

We fare better when we concentrate on the 
particular, the individual trees or varieties 
that we feel we can know and understand. 
Hay does just that, focu sing in Gum on a 
small number of magnificent specimens, 
both botanical and human. Among the 
human specimens are Sir Joseph Banks, 
Baron von Mueller, Thomas Mitchell, 
May Gibbs, and Max Jacob , himself a for
est giant who in the postwar years had an 
enormous influence on the way in which 
Australia saw the gum tree. 

Obsessives all, they were gripped by the 
unique Australianness of the eucalypt and 
the need to catalogue and define and rep
resent it, and to proselytise on its behalf. 
Like the soaring red gum that Harold 
Cazneaux photographed again and again, or 
the resonantly christened Chapel Tree and 
Christmas Tree that helped to focus public 
attention on the threat to old-growth for
ests in Tasmania, these superhumans of 
cataloguing and recording stood out from 

the crowd, driven by their own 

H 
single-mindedness. 

AY IS REMARKABLY even-handed in 
the way she conveys the obsessions of her 
heroes and heroines, these commanders of 
the gum-tree squad-whether it be Mitch
ell dividing the country into a grid and pro
ceeding to document its eucalypts square 
by square; or May Gibbs with her formida
ble combination of the idealistic and the 
commercial, churning out gumnut babies 
to meet a seemingly insatiable demand; or 
Stan Kelly, that quintessential enthusiast, 
who, in his desire to 'paint them all', trav
elled all over the place in the '50s and '60s. 
Kelly's obsession took him to Darwin on a 
Ve pa. Kelly chose that most un-Australian 
mode of transport so that he might always 
smell the eucalyptus on the wind. Hay 
leaves us with a last picture of him literally 
up a gum tree, sitting among its branches, 
enveloped, as he later recalled, by ' these 
beautiful orange-coloured flowers'. 
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Things We Tell Our Doctors 

that we average only half a bottle a night 
that we walk at least five miles a day 
that unfortunately we missed the Diabetes Nurse 
that fourteen stone is not a lot to weigh 

that two grandparents lived well over ninety 
that, yes, we're at ease with our sexuality 
that timor mortis is full of latin dignity 
that dieting's surely a matter of degree 

that we'd always intended taking out insurance 
that fifteen cigarettes a day is rather low 
that Uncle Charlie fell dead on the golf course 
the way he said he'd always wished to go 

Peter Porter 

A Cat Jumps 

He jumped, the trellis jumped, I jumped-! saw 
the scraggy cat on his compulsive flight 
cross the garden wall, the encircling vine 
and hannibalic thistles-

and as he went 
he howled th e fi nal human howl 
of being, of flinging an arm across 
the body of complicity 
in imitation of the shape of love. 

Poor sorrower, half a kitten, 
enslaved by appetite, but lost involuntarily 
to thinking-no-one could ever hold him 
to an oath. 

Unlike him, we 
are boiling with commercial promises, 
with musical interventions, panderings 
to politics, death-bed emporia, 
compelled to jump whichever way thought moves. 

In October, Peter Porter's Max is Missing 
won Britain's Watez-stone 's Prize for the best 
collection of poetry. 

42 EUREKA STRE ET NOVEMBER 2002 

Peter Porter 

But for all her even-handedness, Hay docs 
slip occasionally, revealing a hint of bias 
underneath. She describes the wealthy col
ony of Victoria, for example, as being ready 
in the mid-19th century to spend its excess 
money on ' the encouragement of science', 
as if suggesting that the scientific, quantify
ing impulse arises largely from boredom and 
too much cash. She characterises the gums 
of 150 years ago as 'just need[ing] people to 
study them ', but her tongue is in her cheek. 
The trees don't need us at all, Hay seems to 
be saying. We need them. 

In 1951 a Festival of Trees gave the gov
ernm ent the opportunity to emphasise the 
extraordinary usefulness of the eucalypt. 
Gone, it is true, were the days when we 
could claim its oil would cure cancer or 
gonorrhoea, but the eucalyp t remained, in 
the words of a Department of the Interior 
publication quoted by Hay, 'an ambassador 
of goodwill abroad', offering sustainability 
in construction, fuel supply, the manufac
ture of paper, and land reclamation, among 
a range of other uses. 

But the world was moving on, and the 
dozens and dozens of countries that had 
taken in the gum and made it part of their 
landscape-some, such as India, from the 
very first days of European settlement 
in Australia, and others, in Indo-China 
for example, much more recently-were 
beginning to have second thoughts . While 
our attention in Australia turned in the 
'70s and '80s much more sharply to con· 
servation, so too did theirs. The difference 
was that what belonged here, and was part 
of the landscape, did not necessarily belong 
elsewhere, in other countries, where they 
had their own traditional landscapes to 
nurture and regenerate. 

The utility of the gum- its capacity to 
be turned into something else, like wood 
pulp, or to be turned at least to some prac
tical purpose-is now seen by many as a 
distraction from, even a threat to, its real 
purpose. The strength of the gum today, for 
those who fight to preserve and regenerate 
it, lies in its very capacity to withstand our 
economic and scientific intervention and 
to remain unequivocally itself. In retailing 
the extraordinary story of the fight to save 
the Tasmanian wilderness over the last 30 
years, Hay emphasises, rightly I think, the 
overtly spiritual dimension to that strug
gle, the sense of the untouched forest as a 
cathedral for the times. 

Hay quotes Bob Brown as he recalls 
the usual suspects, the advocates of 



development and exploitation, the enemies 
who must be overcome. 'The unions, big 
business, the newspapers,' he says, and 
then, oddly and accusingly, he also takes a 
swipe at the churches. The silence of the 
churches, the failure of organised religion 
to speak up for forests and for nature, is set 
implicitly against the much more positive, 
regenerating silence of the trees that Brown 
and all the other activists were, and are, so 
determined to preserve. 

One does not have to be an advocate 
of the ruthless exploitation of the natural 
world to detect something vaguely dis
quieting in this new spirituality, arising 
as it does from what David Foster calls 'a 
reawakened respect for trees'. Hay quotes 
Brown again on the blowing up by the Tali
ban of the Bamiyan Buddhas. 'Is there any 
difference between that and chainsawing 
the tallest living creatures in the southern 
hemisphere?' Brown asks. Well, yes, there 
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is, actually, quite a big difference. But let it 
pass. As this beautifully written and evoca
tive book makes clear, we are tied to the 
gum tree in ways we can't even imagine 
and, difficult though it may be to define 
that attachment, there is surely something 
spiritual in it . • 

Richard Johnstone is a Pro Vice-Chancellor 
at the University of Technology, Sydney. 
He writes on travel, food and culture. 

When is it wise? 
Why Do People Hate America?, Ziaudclin Sardar and Merry1 Wyn Davies. 

Icon, 2002. ISBN l 840 46383 X, RRP $2 1 
The Eagle's Shadow: Why America Fascinates and Infuriates the World, Mark Hcrtsgaard . 

T. LAHTIMEllookod" Am•wn.wm, 
more than 200 books had been written 
about September 11. I've already read a 
few, like The Cell, about how the FBI and 
CIA failed to stop the attacks. I've flicked 
through others, such as Magnum's coffee
table book of 9/11 photos. And I plan to 
avoid most, especially Even Firefighters 
Hug Their Moms, Seven Steps to Getting a 
Grip in Uncertain Times and America from 
the Heart: Quilters Remember September 
11, 2001. 

Amid this exhaustive outpouring of 
commemoration is a second, less patri
otic pile of books. You may already have 
read Noam Chomsky's bruising 9-11, since 
he managed to rush it out barely a month 
after the attacks, or Gore Vidal's Per
petual War for Perpetual Peace: How We 
Got to Be So Hated and Ted Honderich's 
After the Terror. In this group, too, are the 
books under review, Why Do People Hate 
America!, by the British writers Ziauddin 
Sardar and Merryl Wyn Davies, and The 
Eagle's Shadow: Why America Fascinates 
and Infuriates the World, by the Ameri
can journalist Mark Hertsgaard. For these 
writers, the September 11 attacks were 
justified, but they were a reminder that 
many around the world regard the United 
States as a dangerously hypocritical nation 

Bloomsbury, 2002. ISBN 0 747 56053 6, RRP $22.95 

or even, as Chomsky says, as 'a leading ter
rorist state'. 

Together, these two sets of books, the 
patriotic and the dissident, underline one 
of the defining questions of our age: what is 
the true nature of the US? 

In the Cold War we defined our
selves, and others defined us, according 
to whether we were for or against Marx
ism. In hindsight, it should have been 
obvious then that in the post-Cold War 
world, with its solitary American super
power, the key question was going to be 
whether one was for or against the US and 

all that it claims to stand for. And if it was 
not obvious before September 11, it surely 
seems to be so now. 

In the shocked days after the attacks, 
there was a brief period in which the 
world's headline writers agreed we were 
'all An1ericans now'. Not any more. Today, 
there is a divide between those who believe, 
as George Bush Jr has put it, that the Sep
tember 11 attacks were committed by evil 
radicals who 'hate our freedoms ' and want 
to end everything America stands for, and 
those who believe that a too-powerful US 
has for too long arrogantly pursued its own 
ends around the world, caring little and 
knowing less about how much pain, pov
erty or resentment it caused in the proc
ess-in short, those who think America 
either had it coming, or at the very least 
needs to understand why it came. 

But, as these two books unwittingly 
demonstrate, finding reasons for anti
Americanism is easy but making a com
pelling link between those reasons and the 
attacks of September 11 is much harder. 

Of the two, Hertsgaard's book is by far 
the more readable. Begun well before Sep
tember 11, it was initially conceived as a 
sort of reverse de Tocqueville: the author 
would tour the world for six months, hang
ing around in cafes and bars to collect 
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foreigners' observations about America. 
N ot bad work if you can get it. 

But then came the attacks and, as Herts
gaard acknowledges, hi s potential readers 
were suddenly in no mood for criticism. 
The result is a book that stoutly criticises 
Washington's arrogance, but takes care to 
point out that the US is a lot more than 
a demonic capitalist behemoth. Its people 
not only invented jazz and national parks, 
they helped usher in som e of the world 's 
most influential social movem ents, includ
ing second-wave feminism, environmen
tal safety, consumer protection and civil 
rights. And while many foreigners may 
claim to detest it, thousands are willing to 
spend their life savings crossing deserts and 
cramming into squalid cargo holds to get 
into it every year. 

Sardar and Davies deliberately shun such 
complexities, explaining in their introduc
tion that they didn't want to write a book 
about the positive sides of the US. They suc
ceeded on that score, but their book is often 
shrill and cartoon-like as a resu lt . It is also 
littered with clunking cultural-theory jar
gon and even more worrying cultural'anal
ysis' of why people hate America. 

One reason, say the authors, is what 
they call the 'hamburger syndrome' : just as 
a burger is a whole meal of different ingredi
ents, so America glories in the 'compound 
whole' of its government, its history, its 
companies and its philosophies, and that 's 
why people hate it. By that definition, we 
should all hate Botswana . Or Iceland. Or 
anything else worth calling a country. 

There is also far too much plodding 
political correctness, like this priceless sen
tence about the contentious military com 
mi sions the Bush administration proposed 
to deal with terrorists after September ll: 

The Commission cannot even be described 
as a kangaroo court (an appellation offen
sive to Australians, who know the love
able qualities of this marsupial) beca use it 
is not a court at all . 

But the book has more serious flaws. A 
key part of the au thors' argument is that 
Americans suffer from 'knowledgeable igno
rance'. That is, they have inaccurate under
standings of histories and civilisations, even 
though more accurate information is read
ily available. But in their rush to find as 
many examples of American ignominy as 
they can, the authors display quite a bit of 
knowledgeable ignorance of their own. 

They blithely quote claims, for exam 
ple, that th e US has 'perverted elections 
and interfered with the democratic proc
ess' in 23 nations, including 'Australia 
1974- 1975' . Really? There has been wide
spread speculation about CIA involvement 
in the downfall of the Whitlam Labor gov
ernment, but proof? Sorry, not yet. 

At another point the authors berate 
the US for its hypocrisy in banning foreign 
political donati ons to its own political par
ties in the name of free and fair elections, 
even though it funded favoured candidates 
in Lebanon in the 1950s. But the ban on for
eign donations to US political parti es was 
not introduced until 1966. 

Why Do People Hate America~ does 
have its better moments. In fact, the 
strength of both books is their relen tless 
cataloguing of US policies and demands 
that even the superpower's most loyal allies 
have found breathtakingly hypocritical. 

Take the way in which successive 
administrations, Democrat and Republi
can, have demanded that smaller nations 
abide by the rules of the World Trade 
Organization and open their markets to free 
trade, even as Washington lavishes billions 
on subsidies for American farmers. Earlier 
this year, at the same time that George W. 
Bush was trying to build an international 
coalition to fight terrorism, his administra
tion infuriated Washington's closest allies 
in Britain and Europe by announcing stiff 
tariffs on steel imports. This was the same 
President Bush who said, during the 2000 
presidential campaign, 'Those who shut 
down trade aren't confident.' 
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But this was hardly a surprise. Wash
ington always seems to fi nd it easier to 
talk about free trade in sectors in w hi ch it 
is strong, such as farming and films, than 

in those in which it is weak, like 

A 
steel. 

NO THEN THERE LS Kyoto. As Herts
gaard shrewdly points out, on the very 
day Bush went to the United Nations last 
N ovember to demand international co
operation on terrorism, his administration 
was shunning negotiations in Morocco 
aimed at fina lising the Kyoto Protocol on 
global warming. So much for international 
co-operation. 

Indeed, the first two years of the latest 
Bush administration have been marked by 
a determined unilateralism on a range of 
issues, not just Kyoto and steel tariffs. The 
adm inistration has also angered Russia, 
am ong others, by withdrawing from the 
Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, a cornerstone 
of nuclea r arms control agreements for 
30 years. And it has infuriated allies from 
Canada to Europe by refusing to sign the 
treaty creating the International Criminal 
Court and demanding other nations sign 
bilatera l agreem ents to exempt American 
citizens from the court's reach. 

If America's wealthier allies in the West 
despair of such arrogance, what of non
Western nations, for whom Washington's 
unilateralism may be not just irritating but 
economically devastatin g? 

And then there is Hollywood. Ameri
ca's media-industrial complex is not con
tent merely to smother smaller markets 
with its beguiling products . It also has 
the temerity to rewrite history in its own 
image. As Sardar and Davies note, the 
World War II fi lm, U571, about the capture 
of the German Enigma code machine is 
translated into a totally American triumph. 
In reality, the British captured the machine 
in 194 1, before the US had even entered 
the war. Likewise, Steven Spielberg's Sav
ing Private Ryan unthinkingly suggests 
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Hitler was vanquished by only one nation : 
America. 

One could go on-and both these books 
do-about all the usual complaints that have 
been levelled against America for years: its 
one-eyed support for Israel; its dominance of 
the International Monetary Fund; its insular 
news m edia; its meddling in Latin America; 
its mistreatment of Native Americans; its 
history of aggression. 

Eventually one is forced to ask: couldn't 
most of this have been written at any time 
in the past ten years? More to the point, 
how should we think about this in rela
tion to September 11 ? Is there any way in 
which any of this justifies those attacks? 
Or, put another way, what exactly should 
Washington have done to stop m en like 
Osama bin Laden and Mohammed Atta 
from launching those attacks in the first 
place? 

It is on these questions that both books 
falter. Sardar and Davies eventually sug
gest that 'American support for Israel' 
should be looked at , though they doubt 
it would be very easy. Hertsgaard tries 
to tackle the ques tion a little more forth
rightly. 

'Would bin Laden have launched 
his attack if the United States were not 
financing Israel's occupation of the Pal
estinian territories and stationing troops 
in Saudi Arabia?' he asks. 'Quite possibly 
not, though I don 't m ean to suggest that 
Washington should grant terrorists veto 
power over its foreign policy. The point is, 
Americans need to have an honest discus
sion about our conduct overseas : where is 
i t wise? Where is it not ?' 

It would be nice to think that such 
an 'honest discussion ' would eventually 
lead to a change in the American policies 
that engender so much distrust of the US 
around the world. I for one would cheer an 
end to US foreign policy hypocrisy almost 
as much as I would like to see George W. 
Bush abandon his dangerous unilateralism 
and clumsy diplom acy. 

But I have trouble believing that this 
alone would have definitely prevented 
those attacks in New York and Washing
ton . Perhaps som eone will eventually pro
duce a careful analysis that connects the 
complex history of anti-Americanism with 
the tragedy of September 11. But so far, that 
book remains unwritten . • 

Pilita Clark is a Sydney Morning Herald 
journalist based in London . 
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Mozzies 
Mosquito: The Story of Man's Deadliest Foe, 

Andrew Spielman and Michael D'Antonio. Faber & Faber, 2002. 
ISBN 0 5 71 20985 8, RRP $23 

H ERE" A CH ACUNGE fo, e<eation ~ 
ists who believe that every living creature 
is the result of divine intention and design. 
Explain the m osquito! 

Before we turn from Darwin to re
embrace the biblical account of special 
crea tion we need a theologically and sci
entifically sound justification for the exist
ence of a little insect that seems to have 
only two purposes in life-propagation of 
the species and the delivery of misery and 
dea th to the descendants of Adam and Eve. 
Any satisfactory explanation for m osqui
toes will involve som e ingenious insight 
into the mind of the Crea tor. 

'More than m ost other living things', 
write Andrew Spielman and Michael 
D 'Antonio, ' the m osquito is a self-serving 
creature. She doesn 't aerate the soil, like 
ants and worm s. She is not an important 
pollinator of plants, like the bee. She does 
not even serve as an essential food item for 
som e other animal. She has no "purpose" 
other than to perpetuate her species. That 
the m osquito plagues human beings is 
really, to her, incidental. She is simply sur
viving and reproducing.' 

The use of the feminine pronoun is not 
a case of entom ological correctness. It just 
happens to be a fact that if it were not for 
the fem ale of the species we would take li t
tle interest in the mosquito. It is, in fact, 
the fem ale anopheles (of which there are 
several varieties), aedes aeqypti and culex 
pipens that carry m alaria, yellow fever, 
dengue, equine encephalitis and-of partic
ular interest to us of the wide brown land
Ross River and Murray Valley viruses . 

Last month Nature m agazine carried a 
cover story announcing yet another advance 
in the war on malaria. The maps of the 
DNA of both the anopheles mosquito and 
the malaria parasite have been drawn. N ow, 
the optimists say, it is just a matter of time 
before this new information is turned into 
vaccines and therapies, or even genetic tim e 
bombs to be planted in the mosquito itself. 

In Mosquito, medical scientist Andrew 
Spielman and journalist Michael D'Antonio 
warn against hubris. If there is a God the 
evidence appears to suggest that the mozzie 
has a special place in His affections. The lit
tle buzzer is incredibly difficult to outwit, 
let alone eradicate. 
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Take the celebrated application of DDT. 
Successive US governments in the '50s and 
'60s spent millions on mosquito eradica
tion programs around the world, largely for 
propaganda purposes and to demonstrate 
the inherent superiority of the capitalist 
way of life. N ever mind the motive, for a 
time the program seemed to be working. 
But two things happened to bring the wide
spread use of DDT to a halt . 

One was Rachel Carson's book, Silent 
Spring, in which she argued that DDT was 
not the harmless chemical it had been 
thought to be. It was killing beneficial 
insects as well as pests and it was prov
ing to be remarkably persistent in human 
milk. Not long after the publication of 
Silent Spring, DDT was banned in the US. 

The second and more important factor 
in the loss of confidence in DDT was that 
mosquitoes proved remarkably adaptable 
to the stuff. Because of the short life cycle 
of the insect, observers could see evolu
tion happening before their eyes. At each 
spraying of DDT most mosquitoes in the 
vicinity were killed. But a few hardy speci
mens laughed at the insecticide. They had 
the field to themselves when it came to 

......... ... ..... ............ .... ... .. ....... . . 
• Essential reading for all who care about • 

the future of Christianity. 

Tht Sui tidal 
(hurth 

Can the Anglican church be saved? BY CAROLINE MILEY 

THE SUICIDAL CHURCH is a 
critical assessment of why 

the church is failing to relate 
to contemporary society in 

Austra li a. Falling church 
attenda nce is not a new 

trend but it is at odds with 
the increasing interest in 

spirituality in Western culture. 

So why is there a loss of 
faith in the church? Caroline 

Miley asserts it is not 
religious bel ief that is the 

obstacle for many Christians 
but the church 's culture. The great sadness is its 
failure to preach the gospel authentica lly and its 
betrayal of a vibrant Christianity that brims with energy 
and embraces diverse human experiences. 

Miley examines the current failings of the church and 
its cu lture of timidity, fear, racism, sexism and 
homophobia that is now crippling the institution. 
For the church to be relevant in the twenty-first century 
it must undergo large-scale radical change . THE 
SU ICIDAL CHURCH provides ideas and recommendations 
for achieving such a 'new reformation'. 

THE SUICIDAL CHURCH is available in all good bookstores 
nationally in November 2002 . 

ISBN 1 86403 182 4 
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producing the next generation of anophe
les. So, within the space of five years in any 
trea ted location, the mosquito population 
was DDT-proof. 

There was another, and initially unfore
seen, consequence of the early success of 
mosquito eradication. For a space of a few 
years malaria disappeared from the treated 
areas. This had the effect of reducing the 
immunity of humans to the disease. When 
malaria returned the result was worse than 
if the eradication program had never been 
attempted. 

And, just to prove that the God of anoph
eles has a sense of malicious humour, the 
m edicines derived from quinine (from the 
bark of a Peruvian tree, the powder of which 
was offered by the natives to 17th-century 
Jesuit missionaries to cool their fevers), and 
the synthetic alternatives, are now virtu
ally impotent against the malaria parasite. 
Overuse and misuse of quinine and its deriv
atives has aided and abetted the evolution 

of malaria strains that are imper
vious to its therapeutic effects. 

IF YOU, LIKE ME, have been labouring 
under the misapprehension that malaria is 
a disease confined to the tropics, you will 
be as surprised as I was to learn that the 
Roman army invading Scotland lost more 
than half its 80,000 soldiers to the dis
ease. There is even a theory that, back in 
its home base on the Italian peninsula, the 
Roman empire was brought down by little 
anopheles, rather than by great big hairy 
Goths, Vandals and Huns. 

As Spielman and D'Antonio tell the 
story of mosquito versus human, there 
is no doubt that the insect has suffered 
only one serious setback in its war on 
humankind- the eradication of its breed
ing places. Swamp drainage and removal 
of standing-water ponds, pools, jam jars, 
chamber pots and old motor car tyres, have 
done more to remove malaria from affected 
areas than any other human action. Cold 
and swampy England, for instance, was rid 
of malaria by land reclamation long before 
the nexus between mosquitoes and the dis
ease was understood. 

Observers in the 18th century had spec
ulated that mosquitoes could be a disease 
vector, but they were dismissed as cranks. 
Everyone knew that disease was produced 
by foul miasmas and immoral living and 
that blaming an insect was simply try
ing to evade the implications of divine 
wrath. It wasn't until the invention of 

the complex microscope confirmed what 
had been intuited that the presence of 
the malaria parasite in the mosquito gut 
was demonstrated beyond doubt. Grand 
economic projects like the Panama Canal 
and great military ventures like the Brit
ish invasion of Mesopotamia provided the 
impetus necessary to get insect control 
programs under way. Ferdinand de Lesseps, 
seeking to perform an encore after his Suez 
triumph, was utterly destroyed by the mos
quitoes of the Panama isthmus. During his 
ill-fated attempt to build the canal, thou
sands of his workers died from malaria and 
yellow fever. When the Americans took 
over the project they got their priorities 
right and they attacked the mosquitoes 
before they dug the ditch. 

Spielman doubts that any of the expen
sive malaria vaccine and treatment research 
projects around the world- including the 
work in Australia, where the National 
Health and Medical Research Council 
funds a number of laboratories-will eradi
cate the disease. The malaria parasite is 
too adaptable to be easily wiped out. The 
poverty and illiteracy of the affected popu
lations make it inevitable that drugs will 
be either inaccessible to them or they will 
be improperly used. The evidence shows 
that illiterate people tend to use as much 
of the drug as is needed to make them feel 
better today and then put the rest away 
to use the next time they get sick. The 
malaria parasite finds this practice amaz
ingly congenial. 

Even in those populations where the 
disease is temporarily defeated it will come 
back later to attack generations that have 
no immunity. No place on the globe that 
can be reached by ship or aeroplane is now 
safe from attack. It turns out that there is a 
very good reason for spraying airliner cab
ins before the passengers, big and little, are 
let loose. 

Spielman and D'Antonio are also scep
tical of any proposal to release genetically 
modified, sterile insects into an area of 
high mosquito population and endemic dis
ease. They describe the impossible logistics 
involved in making a difference to insect 
numbers and show the folly of even trying. 

Spielman has not yet given up on DDT. 
For all the post-Carson fear of its long-term 
effects he reckons that millions of lives 
have been saved by its judicious use and 
not one life has been lost. 

The scientists presently engaged in 
seeking the magic bullet to shoot down 



mosquito-borne disease divide into two 
groups: those who think the victory will 
go to the inventor of the vaccine and post
quinine prophylactic and those who think 
that vector control or eradication will win 
the war. Spielman, after a lifetime of eye
ball-to-many-eyeball encounters with the 
insect, thinks that eradication is the way 
to go. 

I suppose that you could make out a 
case for God being the Big Mazzie in the 
Sky. Consider the fact that the mosquito's 
wings beat between 250 and 500 times per 
second and that 'the veins that run along 
the long axis of each wing provide stiffness 
while allowing for flex, which increases 
the flow of air'. Meanwhile, 'muscles at 
the wing's base help it to bow with each 
stroke, adding to its lifting properties'- You 
have to ask yourself what immortal hand 
or eye has framed its fearful symmetry. 
Even more impressive is the fact that when 
the little blighter sinks her proboscis into 
your arm and starts to suck up your blood 
she does so through a tube that is so small 
in bore that, by all the laws of physics, the 
friction should be too great to allow her to 
ingest a single corpuscle. But, in fact, she 
can do the double trick of stealing your 
blood and replacing it with the malaria 
parasite or yellow fever virus without wak
ing you up. 

Spielman is in awe of the beauty of the 
insect to which he has devoted his life: 

Posed against an enormously dangerous 
environment, this seemingly simple organ
ism thrives. Everything about its design is 
economical and precise. And though it is 
incapable of thought, it manages to meet 
grea t challenges, adapting to our use of 
pes ticides, the loss of habitat, even climate 
change. Charles Darwin would have been 
amazed at the speed with which those 
mosquitoes that exploit the human envi
ronment adapt and diversify today. 

N ext time, on a summer's night, when 
the buzzing stops and I feel the slightest 
brush on my arm and wait a moment for 
the proboscis to probe and I hold my brea th 
and smack at the spot where I think the 
mozzie is, I will smite her with respect. 
Perhaps the earth was m ade for her and I 
was put here as nothing more than a food 
supply. It is a humbling thought. • 

Terry Lane is a writer and broadcaster who 
presents The National In terest on ABC 
Radio National. 

September 11, 1973 

Santiago, Chile, September 11, 1973 
Was a dark spring 
Of terror, flames and fumes 
Two jets 
Flew like the evil wings of death 

Made in the USA. 

Soldiers in the streets formed part 
Of the scaffold of violence from the sky 
Rivers of blood ran through our mouths. 

Made in the USA. 

At the table a dark flower grows in our own silence at night 
The singer was tortured. 
Socialism was a red crop burnt in the field. 

Made in the USA. 

Victor Jara * rehearsed his Liltimo poema 
In a stadium of pain and howls 
One hour before he was shot his broken guitar was burnt; 
And wounds of doves and wounds of words were embers in his canto . 

Made in the USA. 

September 11, 1973 
From the North, Kissinger awakes 
To converse with Nixon at the White House; 
Both smiling that morning in September, 

Made in the USA. 

* Victor Jara was a political folk singer 

Juan Garrido Salgado 

This is the poem from which last m onth 's Comment piece made 
extensive quotation. 
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Thrice bitten 

Red Dragon , dir. Bret t Ratner. The credits 
aver that no animal was harm ed during the 
making of this fi lm, but I and the tiger in 
the zoo veterinary scene would take issu e 
with that. When Francis Dolarhyde (Ralph 
Fiennes all tattooed and bad-haircutly 
intense a la De Niro in Cape Fear) takes 
li terally blind date Reba (Emily Watson ) 
to see (well of course only figuratively 
see, but there indeed literally lies the rub ) 
a sedated tiger, she goes for the squirrel 
grip, m aking one very sorry for the poor 
beast which is unable to bite h er head off 
as it would if she took such liberties when 
it wasn 't doped and completely helpless to 
offer i ts opinion of such indignity. 

That 's the only unusual thing about 
th is fi lm. The rest of it is fairly fa ithful to 
T hom as Harris' m ildly interes ting novel, 
which is the first in the Hannibal Lecter 
stories. In thi s one he is at leas t not quite 
so valorised as in Ridley Scott 's nauseat
ing Hannibal . 

Red Dragon is a simple thriller where 
you are m ostly th ree steps ahead of FBI 
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profiler Will Grah am (Ed N orton, a m ale 
Jodie Foster ), but the prologu e where he 
firs t catches Lecter is full of the right kind 
of suspense and is even wi tty. There is a 
whiff of Ridl ey Scott's Hannibal-as-divine/ 
dem onic-avenger when Lecter serves bits 
of an unreliable flautist to an unknowing 
set of society dinner gu ests who comprise 
the board of the opera . 

Less disgusting than Hannibal, and 
nothing like as original and scary as 
Jonathan Demme's The Silence of the 
Lambs, this second adaptation of Red 
Dragon won't disturb you much, unless 
you think tigers have righ ts. As for people 
being disposable and objectified, that 's a 
whole other author. -Juliette Hughes 

Good intentions 
The Road to Perdition, dir. Sam Mendes. 
Even without the normal pre-release hype, 
The Road to Perdition's arrival in the 
cineplexes of Australia would still have 
generated much genuine excitem ent. It is, 
after all, director Sam Mendes' follow-up 
to his Oscar-winning American Beauty. 

So it's a pity to report that his take on the 
gangs ter film proves to be so unsatisfying. 

In The Godfather-the genre's undis
puted classic-Michael Corleone starts out 
as a war hero and ends up as a Mafia Don. 
Though he figh ts it, Michael finally gives 
in to the family and the darkness of his true 
nature. Now, that's a story. 

In the Mendes fi lm , set in the Mid
west of the 1930s, Michael Sullivan (Tom 
Hanks) starts out as a devoted father, a 
devout Catholic and a ruthless killer. By 
the time the credits rol l he has killed 14 
people and he is still a devoted father and a 
devout Catholic. 

Lots of th ings have happened-mur
ders, gunplay, narrow escapes-but nothing 
much has happened to Sullivan. Hanks is a 
superb film actor-he can achieve things 
with just his eyes, his posture, and his tim
ing that must be the envy of his peers- but 
he can't make the character of Michael Sul
livan add up. 

And not m uch happens to anyone else 
either. His son, Michael Sullivan Jr (Tyler 
Hoechlin), sets the story in motion when 
he secretly follows his taciturn and stoical 
fa ther to work, only to witness a murder 
which will eventually lead to the destruc
tion of his family and a trail of murderous 
revenge. So is he sent crazy by guilt? No, he 
finishes the film as he started it-incapable 
of violence and touchingly in love with his 
fa ther. 

It is disappointing to see so much tal
ent employed to so little emotional effect. 
Actors of the calibre of Paul Newman, 
playing the crime boss, Joh n Rooney, who 
betrays Sullivan, and Jude Law, who plays 
the eccentric assassin sen t to kill h im, give 
fine performances. And th e cinematog
raphy of Conrad L. Hall is superb; every 
fram e is a thing of beauty. Yet the film 
never quite takes fl igh t; there is technique 
aplenty, but li ttle soul. 

The Road to Perdition is paved with 
good intentions, but good in tentions alone 
won't create a great film . Mendes has 
brought all his storytelling abilities-which 
are considerable-to bear on a narrative that 
didn't deserve such lavish atten tion. 

-Brett Evans 

Elephant stamp 
Nine Queens (Nueve Reinas), dir. Fabian 
Bielinsky. Every year produces its sleeper 
in the industry-a film released wi th 



minimal publicity and dependent on word 
of mouth for i ts success. Nine Queens is 
just that, and is playing to packed cinemas 
in England and the United States. In Argen
tina, a country which has a fi lm industry 
that is more than 100 years old but stunted 
by intermittent politica l interference, this 
movie dominated the 2001 Argentinian 
Film Critics Association Awards. 

The film opens prophetica lly with a 
bill-changing scam which goes wrong, but 
in the process brings together two sm all
time con m en . The older, Marcos, is a vet
eran of the street scam . He is looking for a 
new partner, and Juan, who is just learning 
the trade, is in desperate need of money to 
get his father out of jail. 

It is agreed that they will pool their tal
ents for a trial period of one day-Marcos 
providing the know-how and Juan the boy
ish charm. After a couple of petty scam s, 
a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to make 
big money by dishones t m eans presents 
itself. 

An ageing and decrepit master forger 
recruits Marcos and Juan to sell a counter
feit set of stamps that he has produced. The 
stamps are nea r-perfec t copies of a very 
valuable set of stamps known as 'The N ine 
Queens'. The con m en 's 'mark' is a multi
millionaire businessman, who is about to 
be deported from Argentina (the very next 
day, in fact ), because of his nefarious busi
ness activities. He's the perfect target: a 
fanatical stamp collector, with the m on ey 
to afford the originals (if they had them I), 
and no time to have the stamps authenti
cated by a philatelic expert . 

The scam is set, but som ehow nothing 
seem s to go right . With con m en, swin
dlers, hoods and thieves around every plot 
corner, you are left wondering, just who is 
conning whom ? 

Ricardo Darin, as Marcos, make a 
m emorable sleaze, while Gaston Pauls as 
Juan, the swindler 's apprentice, provides 
the personal charm essential to a success
ful con. 

The subtitles are unobtrusive and for 
the m ost part unnecessary, given the film's 
visual strength . The script has a David 
Mamet quality about it and violence is 
either absent or not to be taken seriously. 
And there are no car chases-the film 
moves briskly enough on foot . 

Don 't be conned by a couple of local 
n egative reviews- this film is worth a 
look. In a nutshell, an Argentinian Sting. 

-Gordon Lewis 

Dying to know 

Walking on Water, dir. Tony Ayres. 
Gavin is young and dying. His two clos
es t friends, Charlie (Vince Colosim o, 
below ) and Anna (M aria Theodorakis), 
have nursed him through the worst of h is 
illness and are now charged with helping 
him die. His pain is unbearable and, as 
Anna says to Gavin 's reluctant m other, 
'He's brilliant, not brave.' 

And so the fi lm begins-with a physical 
end. Using the occasion of death m ay seem 
a hackneyed way of exploring life (The Big 
Chill being just one horror of that particu
lar genre), but Walk ing on Water has taken 
the tradition and given it a sound punch in 
the nose. By avoiding stereotypes, it has 
given its characters (living and dead) som e 
real-life respect. 

Gavin, despite a m assive dose of m or
phine, simply won 't die. His body refuses 
to be at peace-it jerks and heaves and 
groans like an irascible old drunk, clinging 
hard at the grim edge of death . Those by his 
bedside are in turn h orrified, exasperated, 

amused and finally driven to desperate 
m easures . This is not comfortable cinem a. 
It is rare and bold-allowing dea th to flirt 
outrageously with farce. 

Ayres (in his feature directorial debut) 
has taken on big ideas with both gusto and 
intimacy. Appreciating that despising the 
presence of baby's breath in a wreath of red 
roses is as much part of the texture of life 
as the m ending of a broken heart, Ayres 
has resisted the temptation to create hier
archies for the emotions. He just lets them 
be-big or small- as the moment m oves 
him. As a result the film is airy and rich 
with the haphazard emotions of life. 

Every performance is m em orable. N ei
ther Colosimo nor Theodorakis, playing 
two friends competing for the biggest slice 
of grief, mploys a drop of sentimentality. 
Judi Farr is wonderful as Gavin's mother, 
dragging hard on her Holiday cigarettes 
and conveying the pain of outliving a 

child with the sim ple pursing of her lips. 
The photography is very handsom e. 

With grea t areas of the screen out of fo cus, 
the tiny pieces given the attention of sharp 
focus becom e almost unnerving. The art 
design, so heavy as to be slightly oppres
sive, nonetheless does its job. 

It would be wrong to call this a grea t 
fi lm, but it sure is a good thing for Aus
tralian cinema. The grea ter the risks, the 
grea ter the rewards. -Siobhan Jackson 

Developing film 
Sunshine State, dir. John Sayles. The fi lms of 
(very) independent director John Sayles typi
cally incorporate social and political issues 
in their complex, character-driven plots. 
Sunshine State follows in that tradition . 

On Florida's Plantation Island, devel
opers are assessing properties for their 
m oney-making potential, local residents 
are choosing whether to sell up or voice 
their protests, daughters defy parental 
expectations and tourists descend for the 
2nd Annual Buccaneer Day festival. 

The lives of two local wom en (one white, 
one black) overlap within this broader story. 
Marly Temple (Edie Falco) runs her fa ther's 
m otel in Delrona Beach . While avoiding her 
ex-husband, she becom es involved with a 
landscape architect working for the hated 
developers. In the black enclave of Lin
coln Beach, Desiree Perry (Angela Bassett) 
returns to her mother 's hom e after a long 
absence, forced to confront her family and 
the community she left 25 years ago. 

Sayles has assembled an accomplished 
cast . Falco's Marly is assured and sassy, 
but also hiding dissatisfaction. In Bassett, 
we see Desiree's bubbly infomercial per
sona contrasted with the wom an trying 
to m end broken relationships from h er 
past . The characters in Sunshine State are 
woven together so intricately that every 
player (no matter how minor ) is important. 
A choric quartet of Florida golfers acts as 
a clever framing device, playing off each 
other while offering wisdom , philosophy 
and hardbitten realism . 

Social and political issues-the impor
tance of family and community, relations 
between black and white people, land 
exploitation-are subtly evoked in Sayles' 
com edy. Developers spout familiar rhetoric 
and history is invented to attract tourists. 
Sunshin e State is warm, engaging and full 
of satisfying twists. -Sara Chomiak 
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'How different, how very different, from the home life of our 
own dear queen .' 
- Attributed to a lady leaving a London theatre in the 19th 

I century after at tending a performance of Antony and Cleopatra. 

F YOU ARE ON LEAVE, or if your working hours are what is now 
called flexible (overwork/underwork/overwork/underwork
come on proles, flex those working hours for the good of the 
economy!) you might have seen some daytime TV. Come on, 
admit it. When I talk about the everyday wonder of Bert N ew
ton (Ten, 9am) or the sheer joy of Passions (Seven, 3pm) many 
of my over-educated pals start to shy like horses who've sm elt 
tiger, harrumphing nervously. They start changing the subject 
to something they feel more comfy with, like D errida 's left foo t 
and Foucault's canary or Flaubert 's umbrella and the unbear
able lightnesses of nuanced thingies at arthouse cinemas. Don't 
get her going on Morecambe and Wise, they whisper. They're 
quite at home with Jacques Tati because he's not really funny. 
They are secretly worried that the best Australian movie ever 
may well be The Castle; that its bes t two magazines might 
be this one and the Australian Women's Weekly and I think 
they'd be right . 

Anyway, if you are flexible enough to be catching the likes 
of Oprah and the soaps you might also be an initiate into the 
aforementioned Passions. 

If you have ever followed the soaps, you will be familiar 
with their immutable traditions. Some of these are: the long 
close-up reaction to bad news; amnesia for at least one charac
ter; near-incest between unknowing half-siblings; pregnancies' 
origins concealed; jiggery-pokery with wills; people in comas 
in hospital; marital misunderstanding of the pantomimically 
obvious kind. And Byzantinely curly plots that require the 
detailed connivance of several indefa tigably evil characters 
who afflict the few innocent characters (who, despite pain
ful previous experiences, are all as trusting and oblivious as a 
flame-entranced moth). P.G. Wodehouse used to watch soaps in 
the afternoons when he'd done a m orning's writing, impressed 
by the craft and the complications of the plots. 

If your definition of a soap is The Sullivans or A Country 
Practice, you haven't understood. The real ones are daytime 
soaps, not evening. The hard stuff: The Young and the Rest
less, General Hospital, Days of Our Lives. When I was a slip 
of a young rebel at uni, there was time for suchlike foolery. 
At college we had a coterie of soap fans watching Days of Our 
Lives, following the doomed marriages, the Chinese-puzzle 
deceptions, th e onion-layers of causation and interrelation, the 
amnesias, the deaths, the long, long stays in hospital (always, 
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Soap flake 
always with tubes up the nose; your true soap character would 
be intubated for an ingrown toenail). 

I like to think it prepared many of us for what was about 
to happen in our real lives. Amidst all the family turmoil, you 
could always say to yourself along with the anonymous London 
society lady, well, I haven 't just discovered that my real father 
is m y third husband 's older brother whose child I am carrying. 
And so far I haven 't forgotten who I am, haven't gone to jail for 
shooting m y sister's seducer, and m y best friend isn't a secret 
agent/devil worshipper with designs on m y inheritance. And 

even if you had all of these things happening to you, 

A 
it would be nice to feel you weren't all on your own. 

LONG, LONG T IME AGO, the series Soap satirised the 
conventions but gave itself away by being screened at night. 
Whereas Passions is a real, if extrem e, soap. It takes all the 
conventions and drives th em to the precipice of disbelief. Sus
pended there, we watch the unfolding of the interwoven plots, 
usually laughing, but never quite detaching. And that's the 
cleverness in the making of it: you end up rooting for charac
ters, whether good or bad. There are several major plot threads, 
but in a nutshell, Passions is about a small American town 
laughably called Harmony, which has a history dating back to 
the Puritan witch trials. Tabitha, the town witch, is 300 years 
old and has a doll-familiar called Timmy, who becom es flesh 
when alone with her. (No-one knows, of course.) She has the 
dirt on all the old families, particularly the Cranes, who are ev il 
millionaires. Alistair Crane is a shadowy omniscient Godfather 
type; we never see his face, but he blackmai ls, assassinates, 
eavesdrops and fakes DNA records to suit his purposes. His son 
Julian is married to Ivy, but their son Ethan is really the biologi
cal child of Sam, the handsome town cop who is m arried to the 
warm, innocent, dumb but occasionally (but mostly uselessly) 
psychic, Grace. Ethan has just jilted his childhood sweetheart, 
the patrician Gwen, to betroth himself to innocent Th eresa, 
the daughter of Pilar, the Cranes' housekeeper, whose husband 
was recently killed in suspicious circumstances that implicate 
Julian's bea utiful and innocent sis ter Sheridan who is the lover 
of the smouldering Luis, Therese's broth er. As a fan called out 
at a William McGonagle recital, 'Wheer's your Wullie Shake
speare noo?' 

Having given you the smallest fingertip of the Passions
plotberg, I'm now going to settle in and watch episode three 
squillion and four. It 's m ore believable than what's coming out 
of Canberra at the moment. • 

Juliette Hughes is a freelance writer. 
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ACROSS 
l. Bought us a treat, perhaps, but it was steep ! (8) 
5. An essayist, Bacon was possibly more foolhardy than 

m ost . [6) 
10. Position of CEO I fix, by arrangement, as of right. [2, 7) 
11. Instrument in the dungeon? 0 , how highly strung! [5) 
12. Some give one cup per person in the room that's above. [5) 
13. Could be well dressed, as it happened. (6,3) 
14. Hall, anyhow, permits celebration of this feast. (3, 7) 
17. Appear to notice me at first. (4) 
19. It was partly the atmospheric situation, so they say, that 

produced the charged particles. (4) 
20. Informal apartment in Canada Len got for half a cent? I offer 

m y sympathy!? (10) 
22. Peculiar lunar bed 'e found could be borne with ease. [9) 
24. Extrem e? That's super! [5) 
26. It took a long time for the south-east to clear. (5) 
2 7. Surprisingly, I recount a story about the spirits? (9) 
28 . Said to be the official count? Humanly, in fact, there are 

five . [6) 
29. Supporter unfairly caned for taking part in this rhythmic and 

provocative movem ent. (3,5) 
DOWN 
1. Tendency to conjecture about seven sitesz Culpa m ea! (as they say in 

Latin) [1 5) 
2. Large group of scouts, maybe, going to Porto as arranged. [5) 
3. Allusion to umpire mistake, Al noticed. [8) 
4. Understood Tom returned to it . (5) 
6. Jeffrey draws a long bow? (6) 
7. Tricks or treats on the day before 14-across is celebrated. [9) 
8. Perfect atmosphere for 2 7 -across, for instance. About 2o·c. (4, 11) 
9. Something like this goes with something blue for the wedding. [8) 
15. Tall, haggard and over-extended? (4-5) 
16. N ever do this, and become increasingly successful? (4,4) 
18. Ostentatiously displayed curious nude in flat . [8) 
21. Suspend, we hear, ornamental strip on wall. [6) 
23 . Is Heather h er name? (5) 
25. Poetic contraction for an intermediate state. ('5) 
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Three generations of East Timorese women sewing their future (L-R) Australian Volunteer Angela Cron1n. Carmelinda Guterres. Tomaz1ea Monez. Diana Soares and 
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Angela Cronin is one of 230 Australians recruited by the Australian 
Volunteers International East Timor program since 1999. 

Working with women and children at a community centre in Manatuto, 
Angela has made a personal contribution to the enormous task of 
rebuilding peace. 

6000 Australians have lived , worked and learned in developing 
communities in nearly 70 countries since the Australian volunteer 
program began in Indonesia in 1951. 

As Australians , we are all enriched by this experience. 

You too can contribute to building a 
more peaceful and just world . 
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