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AN ADDRESS BY THE HON SIR WILLIAM DEANE

ON THE OCCASION OF THE
ROTARY PRESIDENTIAL MEMBERSHIP CONFERENCE

CANBERRA

12 JULY 2008

At the outset I join in acknowledging the traditional Custodians upon whose ancestral land we are privileged to be.


These days, as Helen and I seek to retreat from public life, I try to confine any speaking commitments to those relating to charitable organizations in which I am directly involved.  Inevitably, however, there are a few exceptions to that general rule.  This is one of them.  The explanation lies partly in the fact that, as some of you may know, Len Goodwin can be very persuasive.  Simply because he so ardently believes in the things that matter to him.  Such as Rotary.  But the explanation also partly lies in the fact that Rotary also matters to me and I have no doubt that the series of Presidential Membership Conferences, of which this is one, will prove to be of real significance not only to Rotary but to all the causes and communities, including the International Community, which Rotary serves.

It would be presumptuous of me to seek to tell you, who are all so directly involved in Rotary, where you should be leading the Organisation and your own Clubs in the years ahead.  On the other hand, responsible plans for the future must be squarely based not only upon what exists in the present but upon the story, the achievements and the inspiration of the past.  The past defines Rotary.  It underlies both its public image and its essential identity.  It is in that context, as an invited voice from the past as it were, that I hope that I may be of just a little assistance to you this afternoon.
For I suspect that my own personal association with Rotary goes back further than that of almost anyone else here this afternoon.  It began some 55 years ago, in 1953, when, sponsored by the Sydney Club, I was awarded one of the early Rotary Foundation Fellowships; in, my case, to study International Law at Trinity College in Dublin and The Hague Academy of International Law during the 1954-1955 academic year.  Subsequently, I became a member of the Rotary Club of Sydney of which, notwithstanding the fact that it is many years since I lived in Sydney, I am currently an Honorary Member.  At least as significant has been my association with Rotary during and since the years when I was Governor-General through contact with, and sometimes involvement in, many Rotary programmes and initiatives and my awareness, on countless occasions, of a Rotary Club or a Rotarian in the forefront or somewhere in the background of programmes or other initiatives to help the most vulnerable and disadvantaged in our community.  Every one of those contacts and occasions has played a part in moulding the essentially personal perspective which I will share with you.  I could, if there were time, offer a hundred examples.  Let me diverge to give what is, for me, a particularly evocative one.

A large framed montage hangs on the wall opposite the desk in my office here in Canberra.  It contains two photos of a little girl.  One photo shows a grotesque parody of childhood with a hideous protrusion of scarred flesh where the right eye should be and with something that looks like an eye on the side of the head to the right of that protrusion.  The other photo is of a smiling and pretty little girl.  They are before and after photos of Kim Nguyen who was brought to Australia from Vietnam by ROMAC which, as you know, is a Rotary programme born in Bendigo which enables the benefits of transforming surgery to be made available to young people from South East Asian and South Pacific countries.  On each side of the before and after photos are before and after drawings by Kim herself.  The contrast between those drawings is, for me, even more inspiring than the actual photos.  And Kim is but one of over 300 children whose lives have been transformed by but one Australasian Rotary programme.  She just happens to be one of those who have directly touched me personally.  Particularly in the context of Polio Plus, the total numbers of children whose lives have been directly or indirectly saved or transformed as the result of the work and initiative of Rotary and Rotarians would, if it were possible for accurate calculation, be measured in millions rather than hundreds.


In truth, it is inevitable that even informed individual perspectives of Rotary will differ from person to person, and even from Rotarian to Rotarian.  As you might guess from what I have said, my own perspective is greatly influenced by my profound admiration for all that Rotary has done for disadvantaged and vulnerable children over all the years since the fledgling Chicago Club’s first tentative programme helping disadvantaged boys.  Perhaps not surprisingly, it is also influenced by a special enthusiasm for what I see as the world’s greatest scholarship and exchange programmes for young people.  Such differences between informed individual perspectives are, however, likely to merely reflect legitimate difference of personal emphasis and to be essentially unimportant.  In contrast, and of real importance, is any significant disparity between the general public perception of Rotary and the true nature and worth of the Organization.  For, particularly in these days of spin and mass media, there can be a vast difference between public perception and true profile … between image and reality. 
I have often felt that, good though the public perception of Rotary has always been, it has not, at least in the past 55 years, really done justice to the reality.  For example, far too few people outside the Rotary family have seemed to me to appreciate the extent of the contribution which Rotary has made to world understanding, decency, peace and goodwill through its massive promotion of world health, through the world’s most important education and exchange programmes, through its unique international fellowship, through its involvement in the establishment and functioning of important international agencies, including some United Nations Instrumentalities such as UNESCO, and through its work and financial contribution towards the alleviation of poverty and disadvantage.  Or the full extent to which the approximately 1.3 million members of some 33 thousand clubs make to the life, the welfare and the standards of the 207 countries and all the local communities which they serve.
Any suggestion of personally blowing one’s own trumpet has been anathema to all the great Rotarians whom I have known.  That does not, however, mean that one should ignore or discount how important it is to the strength and appeal of Rotary that its public image fully and accurately reflects its vision and ideals and does something like justice to its worth and achievements.  That is so for two related but distinct reasons.  First, because public appreciation of the qualities of Rotary and the worth and extent of its achievements is important both to the sense of fulfilment and encouragement of Rotarians themselves and to the attractiveness of the Movement to desirable prospective Rotarians.  Second, because that public appreciation is important in ensuring public support for the initiatives and programmes which Rotary undertakes or endorses.  It may well be that my personal impressions about the inadequacy of public perceptions are mistaken.  Be that as it may, it does seem to me that you may think it desirable, in looking to the future and to the desirable model of Rotary in 2020, that significant attention be given to how best to ensure that public perception fully and adequately reflects the reality.  I offer but one further thought in that regard.

Last year, 2007, the Centenary Year of surf lifesaving was officially recognised by the Australian Government as the Year of the Surf Lifesaver. This year, the Centenary Year of Scouting in Australia is the Year of the Scout. As Surf Life Saving Australia’s National Ambassador and as National President of Scouts Australia I have been privileged to be very much involved in both celebrations.  I mention them because it seems to me that, in this country, it is relevant in looking forward to 2020 to be conscious of the fact that 2021, the Centenary Year of Rotary in Australia, will hopefully be officially designated as “The Year of the Rotarian” with all the possibilities that that involves.  In that regard, I would specifically mention but three impressions which I have formed as a result of my involvement in the Centenary Celebrations of those two other organizations.  The first is that they have provided an extraordinary opportunity for development and renewal of both image and real identity on the national level.  The second is that the experience of Scouting would suggest that any suggestion that the real opportunities were provided by the Centenary of Rotary itself in 2005 is likely to prove mistaken as regards this country.  The Centenary of Scouting fell last year and was duly celebrated here and elsewhere in the Scouting world.  But my overwhelming impression has been that, perhaps parochially, it didn’t have anything like a comparable impact on the members of the Australian Scouting family or on the Australian public as this Year’s Centenary of Scouting in Australia has had.  The last impression which I would mention is the importance of long term planning.  The year 2221 is a long way away.  But so is 2020.  Obviously detailed planning for the Centenary Year of Rotary in Australia doesn’t need to commence at once.  But there needs to be an awareness of how long-term the planning needs to be for things such as a Centenary History, Government designation of the Year, a special coin or stamp issue, involvement of Rotary International and Rotarians from other countries ... to mention but some of the more obvious things.

Let me turn to what, in the light of the past, I personally see as the true overall profile of Rotary.
As we all know, Rotary started in Chicago as what was essentially a social club providing companionship, enjoyment and some other advantages to its members.  However, from the beginning, possibly largely because of the personal qualities of its founder, it had a clear and uniting focus upon standards and service to the community.  The expansion from single Club to world Movement has inevitably seen great changes.  Nonetheless, some of the characterising features of modern Rotary can, to a greater or lesser extent, be accurately seen as reflecting that early profile.  Thus modern Rotary can be contrasted with some other great humanitarian organizations, such as CARE with which I have been closely associated, which rely not so much on the activities of any actual members as upon dedicated employees who are paid with funds supplied by Government or raised from public appeals.  In contrast, the work of Rotary is essentially and soundly based upon the work, the generosity and the enthusiasm of the Members - the Rotarians - themselves.  While the scope and extent of Rotary’s altruistic humanitarian work has expanded to the extent where, for many including myself, it is the essential characterising feature of today’s Rotary Movement, the Organization must remain attractive to its present and potential members.  For without Rotarians there would simply be no Rotary.

Last year marked the 60th Anniversary of the death of Paul Harris.  I was never privileged to meet him.  But, over the past 55 years, I have had close association with a very large number of the leaders of Rotary in Australia, many of whom had.  The great Angus Mitchell, the first Australian President of Rotary International, Douglas Stewart and Ollie Oberg, who were both first Vice‑Presidents of Rotary International, Sir George Proud, Sir Frank McDowell, and Professor Alex Mitchell are but some Rotary friends and mentors who come readily to my mind.  All of those leaders of Australian Rotary mirrored the qualities of Paul Harris.   Let me take a moment to identify what I personally see as the most important of those qualities.  For, as much as anything else, they colour the picture of Rotary as I have known it.


From the accounts of those who knew Paul Harris, and from what he wrote and did, a number of nouns or phrases are clearly appropriate to be linked with his name.  The first 2 have obviously been at the very heart of Rotary from the earliest days.  They are:  companionship and service.  One cannot know the history of the development of Rotary International and its achievements without recognising a third, namely, vision.  To them I would add 2 others: realistic determination and humour. 

In so far as realistic or down to earth determination is concerned, it is unnecessary to do more than remind you of the delightful story of the first major project of the Chicago Rotary Club.  It was the establishment of public toilets throughout the City.  It is difficult to envisage any convincing basis for opposing public toilets but it is a fact of life that those who seek to establish them surprisingly often seem to arouse strident opposition.  The Chicago Club was no exception.  In so far as humour is concerned, examples abound.  Let me, safely in Canberra and with apologies to those from the North, do not more than refer to Paul Harris’ own well-known account of his visit to Brisbane in 1935 to address an inter-club luncheon.  He wrote that the weather was hot and humid and he was feeling very poorly.  He was sure that the Brisbane Rotarians had noted his sickly appearance and were concerned least he might prove unequal to speaking at the meeting.  They decided to do something to revive his drooping spirits and took him to visit a landmark of their city, Brisbane’s wonderful new crematorium.  Paul Harris’ hilarious account of that visit is set out in Alex Mitchell’s History of the Sydney Club. 
No description of Paul Harris or of Rotary would be complete without a further noun.  It is possibly the most important of all.  Paul Harris, himself certainly thought so for he used it to identify the essence of the movement which he founded.  Writing in the first number of the National Rotarian published in January 1911, he said that, if he were able to speak to every Rotarian in some enormous colosseum and allowed only one word to say to them, that word would be “toleration” or, as we would say, “tolerance”.  Or perhaps “acceptance”.

In one sense, the story of Rotary International corresponds with the modern history of tolerance - and freedom - throughout the world.  Thus, Rotary, like tolerance and freedom, were suppressed and lost under fascism and restored in the enemy countries only after the Second World War had been fought and won.  In another sense, Rotary International has represented almost a counter-point to the history of outside events and attitudes.  It has stood steadfast and true to principles and virtues that the world has seemed to be questioning and discarding.  Where mere pragmatism and selfish materialism have seemed the norm, it has proclaimed its unqualified message of selfless service to the community and of tolerance.  


With an eye to the past speaking to you who are concerned with the future, and at the risk of repetition, I should hasten to add that, as the personal qualities of Paul Harris and other leaders of Rotary would lead one to expect, Rotary’s achievements and insistence on principle and service has never given rise to self-righteousness, self-importance or undue seriousness.  Generosity and service may be the hallmarks of Rotary but genuine and light-hearted fellowship has been the adhesive which has held together the individual clubs which in their totality constitute the Organization.  In that regard, I can do no better than remind you of the words of Angus Mitchell on his election as President of Rotary International for the Rotary Year 1948-1949.  Speaking in Rio, in words which also tell us much about the extraordinary quality of the man himself, he said: 


“I believe in the simplicity of Rotary.  It starts when we become so friendly with the members in our Rotary Club that we just cannot help pulling our weight …. This … makes it natural to become … friendly … with our associates in business …. And then we develop such a friendly regard for our fellow citizens that we just cannot help making our contribution to the welfare of the community where we live.  And then as we grow, our communities expand to take in other countries and other peoples, and we seek to promote world-wide understanding and co-operation.”


Let me conclude these admittedly superficial and somewhat disjointed remarks with an exercise in imagination.  I ask you to dream with Paul Harris that somehow in 2020 it was possible to assemble every then member of every Rotary Club is some great colosseum and you were permitted to write one word or one short group of words to be displayed to them all as your vision of what you would hope to see as the essence of Rotary.  What word or words would you write?  Tolerance?  Acceptance?  Fellowship?  Integrity?  Service?  Something else?  The choice is yours.


Having asked you to engage in the exercise, it is possibly fair that I indicate what my word or words would be.  Let me approach my answer to that question with a short unoriginal story which is set many years ago in an unidentified Asian country.  A young boy was told by his father to say goodbye to his aged and very frail grandfather whom the father was planning to take to a distant mountain where he would be left alone to die.  The boy asked the father why his grandfather was being taken away and was told that he was now too old and frail to support himself or to contribute in a material way to the community.  After a period of thought, the boy demanded that he accompany his father and grandfather to the distant mountain.  To the father’s annoyance, the boy refused to take no for an answer.  Finally, the father angrily asked the son why he insisted on coming.  The answer was succinct.  “Because” the boy said “I want to know where to take you when your turn comes”.



I think most of you will have guessed from that story the words which I would write.  They represent the central injunction of the three great Abrahamic religions of our world: Christianity, Moderate Islam and Liberal Judaism. In the words of the “golden rule” of the Koran: “Do as you would be done by” . They seem to me to lie at the very heart of both the fellowship and the service which have combined in the past to define what Rotary should be and to make it what it is. 
  

