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This transcript was created by the J. D. Somerville Oral History Collection of the State Library. 
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Readers of this oral history transcript should bear in mind that it is a record of the spoken word 
and reflects the informal, conversational style that is inherent in such historical sources. The 
State Library is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the interview, nor for the views 
expressed therein. As with any historical source, these are for the reader to judge. 

It is the Somerville Collection's policy to produce a transcript that is, so far as possible, a 
verbatim transcript that preserves the interviewee's manner of speaking and the conversational 
style of the interview. Certain conventions of transcription have been applied (ie. the omission 
of meaningless noises, false starts and a percentage of the interviewee's crutch words). Where 
the interviewee has had the opportunity to read the transcript, their suggested alterations have 
been incorporated in the text (see below). On the whole, the document can be regarded as a raw 
transcript. 

Abbreviations: The interviewee’s alterations may be identified by their initials in insertions in 
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Punctuation: Square bracket [ ] indicate material in the transcript that does not occur on the 
original tape recording. This is usually words, phrases or sentences which the interviewee has 
inserted to clarify or correct meaning. These are not necessarily differentiated from insertions 
the interviewer or by Somerville Collection staff which are either minor (a linking word for 
clarification) or clearly editorial. Relatively insignificant word substitutions or additions by the 
interviewee as well as minor deletions of words or phrases are often not indicated in the interest 
of readability. Extensive additional material supplied by the interviewee is usually placed in 
footnotes at the bottom of the relevant page rather than in square brackets within the text. 

A series of dots, .... .... .... .... indicates an untranscribable word or phrase. 

Sentences that were left unfinished in the normal manner of conversation are shown ending in 
three dashes,  - - -. 

Spelling: Wherever possible the spelling of proper names and unusual terms has been verified.  
A parenthesised question mark (?) indicates a word that it has not been possible to verify to 
date. 

Typeface: The interviewer's questions are shown in bold print. 

Discrepancies between transcript and tape: This proofread transcript represents the 
authoritative version of this oral history interview. Researchers using the original tape recording 
of this interview are cautioned to check this transcript for corrections, additions or deletions 
which have been made by the interviewer or the interviewee but which will not occur on the 
tape. See the Punctuation section above.) Minor discrepancies of grammar and sentence 
structure made in the interest of readability can be ignored but significant changes such as 
deletion of information or correction of fact should be, respectively, duplicated or acknowledged 
when the tape recorded version of this interview is used for broadcast or any other form of audio 
publication. 
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J.D. SOMERVILLE ORAL HISTORY COLLECTION, STATE  

LIBRARY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA:  INTERVIEW NO. OH 807/3 

Interview with Sue Vardon recorded by Susan Marsden at Erindale, South 

Australia on the 24
th

 March 2010 for the Department for Families and 

Communities Oral History Project. 

DISK 1 OF 3 

This is the 24
th

 March 2010.  This is Susan Marsden interviewing Sue Vardon at 

Sue Marsden’s home, 1 Rosalind Street, Erindale, South Australia.  I’m carrying 

out the interview for several purposes with Sue Vardon as an eminent Australian 

and also, in particular, for the update history of Housing South Australia and for 

the State Library of South Australia.  So welcome. 

Thank you. 

Now, Sue, I’d like to start, obviously, with something of your personal history and 

background, where and when you were born. 

Ah, well, I’m a Sydney girl, deeply-rooted in Sydney.  I was born in 1948 at King 

George Hospital.  My mother and father had been married in 1945.  Dad was a young 

GP and I think I remember him saying that they rushed through the medical students 

in a shortened medical course so that they could get them up to the war effort.  And 

he was a student, I think he must have been at North Shore Hospital.  My mother, 

who was actually quite a good artist, was told by her mother not to be an artist as the 

war was on and she had to be a nurse because her mother, in the First War, you know, 

that’s what you had to do for the war effort.  So my mother very reluctantly took up 

nursing, and met my father at the Royal North Shore Hospital. 

He came from a very poor but devoutly Presbyterian family in the Hunter Valley 

and – – –.   

What were their names? 

They were Ellises from Berami Creek and Singleton and all around – in fact, his 

grandfather was born on Arrowfield, which subsequently became a winery.  And the 

family bought the Arrowfield property from the Bowmans, I think.  Anyway, it’s a 

long story.  But he’s a Hunter Valley cattleman, as opposed to horse people.  The 

horse people were upper-class; the cattle people were lower-class.  (laughs)  There 

are very many funny family stories. 

So your family were Ellis, you were Ellis? 
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I’m an Ellis, my father was an Ellis.  Anyway –  

Sorry. 

– I’ve written about that, I’ll give you the book which I wrote, the family history, a 

little bit of it, about that – and two more different families you couldn’t meet.  My 

mother, her dad was a man called Alfred Cameron.  He was an engineer.  He was 

born in Whroo in Victoria, but the family moved to Western Australia, and he joined 

the PMG
1
 – as almost everybody did in those days – and got himself an engineering 

qualification.  He was promoted to South Australia as the engineer who was 

responsible for fixing up the [telegraph] line through to Darwin.  It was on its second 

incarnation and it wasn’t working very well.  He was a very brave man:  he was in the 

War[WW1] and he did a lot to get the telecommunications system going up through 

what must be now Afghanistan; he had to go through the German ranks to get the 

telecommunications system open again for the War.  Unfortunately, he never talked 

about that and it was sad because it was really interesting.  Anyway, he had a big skill 

in telecommunications engineering, so he reworked or he fixed up the telegraph, 

telephone system up to the Northern Territory.  But they were in Adelaide a long 

time.  Now, he married a woman called Claudia Cranston.  Claudia Cranston – 

Cranstons came out from England – but her mother was a Bungey, Eliza Bungey, she 

was one of the many Bungeys who settled in Cherryville and around about there.  

Matthew Cranston, her husband, was an erstwhile teacher, publican, all sorts of other 

things; they had many, many daughters and of whom my grandmother was one.  

Anyway, she married Alfred Cameron when he was in – actually, they met in 

Sydney.  She was a nurse in the First World War, she was at the quarantine station 

where she met all the blokes who came off with the ’flu, they all died with influenza, 

and we have photos of her in a beekeeper’s outfit, really – it wasn’t really, it was sort 

of a protective thing – and Alf, her husband-to-be, was one of the soldiers who 

returned and had to go to quarantine, and I think that’s where they met.  But they, 

significantly, grew up in Adelaide and so my mother’s childhood was in fact in 

Kensington Road and she went to Girton and has lots of memories of girlfriends and 

happy times here, and in fact every time she came back to Adelaide she met with her 

                                       
1 PMG – Postmaster General’s Department. 
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old schoolgirls and I think they did it for 60 years, which seemed rather Adelaide to 

me.  So she came from this public service, electrical engineering – – –.  Anyway, my 

grandfather was very, very creative.  He invented big, red letterboxes and all sorts of 

other things – not letterboxes, public telephone boxes, sorry.  So there was this 

woman – there’s my mother with this background of travel – Victoria, Western 

Australia, South Australia and my grandfather was then promoted over to Sydney, 

which is how Mum got to be doing nursing at North Shore Hospital, and there was 

Dad who came from a very hardworking, rural background, you know, his cousins all 

had dairy farms and he could see his life as a dairy farmer or a doctor; but he also 

wanted to be a missionary, he was always very religious, but his father got him 

somehow or other to Sydney University where he had to work all night in factories to 

pay his board and lodgings and he would fall asleep in the lectures in the morning.  I 

have actually got typed out his history.  You know, so he did it tough.  But this proud, 

rather dominant background.  And his mother was a teacher, who used to take her 

buggy through the schools of New South Wales outback where her husband was a 

stock and station agent and eventually became a vet, became a stock inspector I think.  

So two, sort of different, Australian worlds collided when they got together. 

Then Dad went to New Guinea just at the end of the War when the war trials were 

on and he had to talk to the Japanese before they died and declare them dead after 

their executions, and my mother didn’t want to be separated from her husband – 

they’d just got married – so she jumped on an aeroplane and hitch-hiked a ride to 

New Guinea, which she was not told she couldn’t do.  Anyway, they lived up there.  

And I was conceived in New Guinea.  It took me a while to work this out.  Dad 

wanted to stay up there and be a missionary and open hospitals, and Mum had quite 

different other plans.  So they came back to Sydney, where Dad became a GP at 

Mosman.  They lived in Kirribilli, I think, for a little while when I was born; then 

they moved to Cremorne, then I think Dad had two practices – he worked very hard 

trying to earn a quid.  Then my brother [Michael]was born, after me, two years later.  

They then went to England, where my father did his FRCS
2
 Part II – he’s written that 

experience down, I’ve got that in a recording of his stuff, got all that; very interesting 

what he learnt.  Anyway, they came back, they had my sister in England and came 

                                       
2 FRCS – Fellow(ship) of the Royal College of Surgeons. 
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back with three children, where he bought a broken-down old practice in Mosman 

Junction – I think there was only three patients left in it; he also talks about those 

three patients, he gave them rolled-gold treatment, he said – and he built it up.  But he 

really wanted to be an orthopaedic surgeon, so I think he worked on three or four 

hospitals and ran two practices and, and, and, and worked, never came home, but he 

worked extremely hard and he studied and studied and studied.   

Meanwhile, my mother then had two more children [sons].  We lived on top of the 

surgery, the GP practice, and I went to Queenwood, which was [and is] a girls’ school 

in Mosman, and my brothers, three of them, all went to Sydney Grammar, two girls 

went to Queenwood.  I wasn’t particularly scholastic and I think it was mostly 

because I spent a lot of my time – my parents debate it, but I spent a lot of my time 

actually doing housework and looking after the children. 

You would:  ‘little mother’.  I was the oldest of four, but I had a similar 

experience. 

And my mother, when I said to her, ‘Well, I was always looking after the children’, 

she said, ‘Oh, I don’t think so’.  But my brothers remember me significantly in their 

life, so I think my story is probably fairly true.  Anyway, I was a very casual student.  

And my father – I think I did very well in primary school but when I got to high 

school it petered off – and my father insisted that I do Latin and Chemistry and 

subjects I absolutely didn’t want to do so I was totally turned off. 

Did your parents encourage you scholastically? 

Yes, but in a funny kind of a way:  more, ‘We’d better get her through school’, you 

know, or, ‘She’s got to go to university’, because I had no idea what I wanted to do 

when I left. 

Had you thought of doing medicine or is that not something – – –? 

Oh, no – it was there, but I knew that my marks weren’t good enough.  Anyway, so I 

was terribly vague about it.  So my father said, ‘Well, she’d better be an almoner’, 

and I said, ‘What’s an almoner’, and I remember what he said:  he said, ‘They’re the 

people in the hospitals who clear the beds for us doctors’.  (laughs)  And it didn’t 

absolutely appeal.  (laughs)  So my mother organised for me to have a day with a 

social worker somewhere, can’t even remember where it was, but I quite liked it; so 

then she went and she interviewed the two professors, one at New South Wales Uni 
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and one at Sydney University, and she didn’t like the one at Sydney University so she 

told me I was to enrol in Social Work at New South Wales University.  Of course, I 

wouldn’t do that to my daughter, but in those days if you were a bit vague, as I was, it 

seemed like, ‘Oh, all right’, you know; I didn’t have a better plan.  (laughs)  I was 

extremely lucky that I went to New South Wales University because I had some 

fantastic lecturers, including Tony Vinson and some others, and they were very 

inspirational. 

What they did do for me was to put me into community work.  I didn’t like 

casework, I was never any good at saying – I was very intolerant of people’s 

problems.  (laughter)  You know, I loathed the therapeutic classes and anything to do 

with Freud or any of the ego–id sort of rubbish that people used to go on with.  I’m 

sure it wasn’t rubbish, but I thought it was.  It seemed to me to be a sort of 

self-indulgence, and where I came from self-indulgence was not allowed.  Like my 

father, the GP, if anything ever happened to us he said, ‘You’ll get better’.  You 

know, there was no – – –. 

GPs are a bit notorious for that, aren’t they? 

They are, they are.  (laughter)  And so we had this kind of self-help, personal 

resilience philosophy of being raised.   

So what year did you start? 

’Sixty-five.  I’m sure it was ’65.  And I had a fairly sheltered life.  My father was 

very strict and we weren’t allowed out.  And my mother was, in fact, a very social 

young woman and she had lots of boyfriends – you know, she wasn’t ‘loose’ in any 

way, in the old-fashioned sense – but she was the yachting champion in Sydney 

Harbour and she was very attractive.  I inherited a lot more of my father’s sort of 

physical characteristics, but I have this very pretty, little mother, who was very 

popular.  So we did none of that.  We always had lots of people in our house, but it 

was quite a different childhood and my father was very, very, very strict on me and 

my brother.  He became less strict later, but he was so strict on my brother that my 

brother ran away from home.  He’s turned out to be gorgeous.  But it was a tension.  

It wasn’t cruelty, but it was, you know, ‘You will behave, you will get out on 

Sundays and clean the yard and you will do Latin and you will’, you know, do that 

sort of stuff. [it was the way he was brought up] 
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How do you think that affected you professionally? 

I think I always had a very high standard for myself as a result of that, in a funny, 

bizarre kind of a way; but I became very tolerant of people and their foibles because 

those things were not tolerated where I came from and I thought, as I often have, 

‘Whatever you do, remember what it was like to be squashed, and don’t squash 

others’.  I mean I haven’t been perfect in my life, but I have tried very hard to look to 

the potential of people.  But my mother was a very loving, open-house, open-hearted 

woman and I think I inherited a fair bit of that from her in a sense of my house is 

always full of people – as lots of people’s houses are – but tidiness is not one of the 

big things in my life.  I can remember when I got to be the inaugural Telstra 

Businesswoman of the Year I said, ‘My mother never taught me how to do 

housework’.  I thought that was a compliment, but she was highly-offended.  

(laughter)  You know, always other things were more important, like being good 

citizens or helping around the house.  There were always, always people in my 

mother’s house.  At their 60
th

 wedding anniversary and at her funeral, there were 

people there from all walks of life who loved my mother.  She had this amazing 

extended family. 

What was your mother’s name? 

Ruth Kathleen Ellis [née] Cameron. 

And your father’s name? 

James Morrison Ellis. 

James Morrison – that’d be one to remember. 

Yes.  He’s Morrison because his favourite grandmother was Grandmother Morrison.  

His mother was Flora Morrison and took great pride in being related somehow or 

other to Flora MacDonald from Scotland, but it was a long shot and I never could 

work out how.  (laughs)  I haven’t gone that far back in the family tree.   

So I went to university and I had two or three good friends at university and we 

used to swap notes, but I played hockey at university, I enjoyed hockey and played 

A-grade for the university, and I did many more community work lectures than other 

lectures. 
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Your timing was perfect, really, wasn’t it, because that must have been just about 

the time that there was something of a revolution in social work, wasn’t there? 

Yes. 

Can you talk about that? 

Well, there were different sorts of revolutions.  Social work expanded its ambit in lots 

of ways; unfortunately, it’s been invaded, that ambit’s been invaded, by other 

professions, like the nurses are now doing a lot of the work that social workers did in 

hospitals.  But Clare Bundy was doing a lot of group work and was starting to teach 

people how to work with groups, and social workers started to get involved in the 

community and I think Tony Vinson was part of that.  There was a movement coming 

in through England – community housing, community development, community 

rebuilding, communities that were badly-planned and so on – and so there was a big 

push to get to the institutions of society and change the institutions, not just be part of 

helping an individual survive in a unit but to actually get out there and make a big 

change.  And it was a time of the feminist revolution – that was a little bit later, but it 

came.  It was a time when people were much more personally powerful about what 

they could alter; they were not victims in a smaller system.  And I think it was 

important for women, because I think there were a lot of women who benefited from 

that. 

I was the first social worker in local government in New South Wales who was 

given a broad community development brief.  Now, that was because of a woman 

called Mary Lane.  Mary Lane, a very influential social worker, but as a private 

citizen worked on the Baulkham Hills Council.  Baulkham Hills in those days, 

believe it or not, was the edge of Sydney, and so it was the rapidly-growing western 

suburbs, and she could see thousands of new housing developments with lots of 

young mothers there and she wanted there to be community neighbourhood houses or 

children’s things, or she could see these fast-developing suburbs that were going to be 

different from the incremental growth in other suburbs, and she could see lots of 

isolation.  So she worked very hard to get the council to do something, to employ 

what she in her mind thought of as a social worker. 

There were one or two other social workers, one at Hornsby Council –  think it was 

Hornsby; one of the North Shore councils – and one in inner Sydney, I think Sydney 

City Council, where the social workers were doing a lot of work with the elderly and 
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Meals On Wheels and inner-city old people; but Mary had a bigger dream about a 

social worker who could work with these developing communities.  Tony Vinson had 

done a project for something called [Australian] ‘Frontier’, which was a group that 

also believed in this kind of stuff, and they did some work in Pennant Hills.  So Tony 

sent in a gang of his social work students – me, Robyn Sutherland and a couple of 

others – to do something in Pennant Hills.  So as my final – or penultimate 

placement; I think my final placement was at Parramatta Psychiatric Hospital, yes it 

was – my penultimate placement was with Tony Vinson in Pennant Hills.  And so 

when Mary finally persuaded the Council to put an ad in for a social worker, which 

they were very reluctant to do because they’d never heard of one of these things 

before – in fact, she got Bob Ellicott QC, who became the Federal Attorney-General, 

to do the argument to council.  Bob Ellicott must have I think been a local in those 

days – so the council were slightly intimidated by this.  It’s a very boring, long story 

I’m about to tell you, but I’ll just try and make it quick. 

Because I’d been working at Pennant Hills I saw the ad in the paper.  I was doing 

an honours degree at university and I saw the ad in the paper for the Baulkham Hills 

Council, I think they called it ‘Community Social Worker’, I think Mary had got 

them to describe it like that, and I thought, ‘Oh, I might apply for that job’.  I think 

quite a few of our people decided they would apply, in my group; anyway, I was the 

only one who actually did.  There was a part-time lecturer who also applied – very 

vivacious, very engaging sort of a woman – and the two of us were the candidates.  

First we were interviewed by a community group of [16] 20 or so people, and the 

lady went in before me and they were laughing and carrying on and I thought, ‘I’m 

just one of those sitting-duck kind of people that they’ve put in to – – –.’  You know.  

Anyway, I then went to this interview with the Council, the two of us came again – 

obviously the first lot couldn’t decide between someone who had done a placement 

with Pennant Hills and Tony Vinson, who actually knew about suburbs, and one who 

was much more mature but hadn’t quite done the community work, but very – I can 

remember being totally overwhelmed by what appeared to be her competence; so 

when I finally got in again, the second interview, at 11 o’clock at night with a 

3,000-word essay due in the next day which I hadn’t written and, not knowing where 

Baulkham Hills was, having had to look it up in the map, I got quite cross.  I must 

have interviewed, but I think I interviewed in a fairly straightforward manner.  
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Anyway, the Council decided subsequently to give the job to the least competent of 

the two candidates, which was me, in the hope that I would be such a disaster that I 

would fail.  I didn’t know this. 

Now, the lady who clearly was the better candidate couldn’t believe it, so she rang 

me and offered to share the job with me.  (laughs)  She wanted to half-time work and 

it would suit if I would just agree to [that].  Now, I was so shocked that I got the job, 

so very shocked – in fact, so shocked that I had put in an order for a car and I’d 

cancelled the order for the car because I knew that I wasn’t going to need it – I said 

no, I wasn’t going to share the job.  So I had to give up my honours degree because 

they wanted me to start immediately and I hadn’t graduated yet.  So I think I started 

late in the year, when I was still an undergraduate.  I can’t quite remember. 

In ’69, you’ve got here [CV supplied to SM]. 

Yes.  Anyway, when I did go to it I kind of took it on, full-on, which was very 

exciting.  So I won’t start the whole boring life of that, but anyway, I worked at the 

Baulkham Hills Council for a long time and they went from being totally opposed to 

me to actually quite engaged and quite pleased with the work; and, in the meantime, 

lots of other councils started to copy what was happening in Baulkham Hills, so 

people came from everywhere to find out. 

And you were there, what, four years – or nearly four years; three and a half, ’73, 

yes. 

Yes.  And the senior social workers at the Sydney University who ran the AASW
3
 

were really worried about accrediting me because I hadn’t done two years’ internship 

– not that it was required, but it was seen as the right thing to do – and I was working 

unsupervised.  So they had a little bit of a fuss and a bother about that and I didn’t 

take any notice of it, but I remember I got paid $4,000 a year and I thought that was a 

king’s ransom, in those days.  Anyway, I was there for a while. 

And then this man came knocking on my door.  He was the Mayor of Wagga, and 

he said he’d checked around and he’d found out that I had quite a bit of a reputation 

and he’d decided that I was going to work at the Wagga City Council –  

And you did. 

                                       
3 AASW – Australian Association of Social Workers. 
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– and I said, ‘No, I won’t.  So he approached my husband – because by this time I’d 

got married – and he offered my husband a job in Wagga. 

Clever. 

(laughter)  And suddenly we were moving to Wagga, which was really quite 

interesting, and so that’s another story.  But it was very good to get both an 

inner-metro – well, not ‘inner’; it’s inner now – but outer-western-suburbs job with 

these sort of green fields communities and then go to be a social worker at a local 

government in Wagga where there were no other social workers, basically, and I had 

to do everything.   

And also it was the year, in that time I was there, when the Army withdrew the 

wives’ allowance.  Now, that was significant because the Army used to pay people, 

husbands one pay, wives another pay; the wives lived on the pay and the husbands 

drank.  A lot of the husbands didn’t then give their wives the money and so lots and 

lots – there was terrible breakdown of families in Kapooka and around about the air 

force bases and things.  But I remember my office was filled with army wives whom 

I just kept finding train tickets for to send them home to their mothers, because there 

was a lot of violence that came out of this policy decision.  I think it was one of those 

unintended consequences, but it taught me a big lesson – 

Yes.  I was going to ask that, yes. 

– yes – about unintended consequences of policy. 

Can you give me your husband’s name? 

Christopher Vardon, he was.  Now, we didn’t last longer than Wagga.  He fell in love 

with the school librarian. 

Did he?  How terribly appropriate! 

The Vardons – yes!  The Vardons were, again, South Australian – in fact, Edward 

Charles Vardon was the Chairman of the East End Markets. 

Oh, yes – hence the ‘Vardon’ on the – – –[façade of the building]. 

Vardon Terrace is there. 

Yes. 
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He was also a senator – there were two Vardon senators from South Australia.  I 

think neither of them spoke the whole time they were in Parliament.  Anyway, 

Chris’s father was one of the Vardons that went to Sydney [from Adelaide].  There 

weren’t very many.  All the Vardons are connected in some way. 

So you say you had a rather short-lived marriage. 

Yes – enough to have a baby.  I think we were married for (counts) about four years.   

What was the name of your first child? 

Kate.  The only one I have, Kate.  So she was his child.   

He wasn’t ready for a wife who was on the radio in the mornings; and in fact he 

said, ‘If I hear you on the radio one more time I’m leaving you’, and the next day I 

was on the radio in the morning when he turned it on.  I mean it was only little, local 

council stuff; it wasn’t anything big.  But it was also at the time of the feminist 

revolution –  

I was about to say that, yes. 

– and all my friends were splitting and we were all getting a little bit more 

independent and we didn’t put up with stuff that might have been previously put up 

with.    

So did you find other feminists in Wagga?   

Oh, heavens, yes.  There was a very big branch of Women’s Electoral Lobby.  In fact, 

people who’ve done the history of WEL have found my name and others’ on the 

minutes of those meetings.  So that was very significant.   

In what way, for you?   

Well, because it was the time when there was money came from Canberra for 

women’s shelters and women’s health centres, and it was the time of the Australian 

Assistance Plan, and I remember Marie Coleman ringing me and saying ‘Sue, have 

you got on your desk an orange booklet called The Australian Assistance Plan?’  And 

I said, ‘It’s come across my desk in the mail’.  She said, ‘If you can implement that I 

will send you a quarter of a million dollars.’  (laughs)  Anyway, it turned out that they 

were looking to set up some rural regional councils.   

So who was it that rang you?   
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Marie Coleman.  And Laurie [Brereton], [Trish Kavanagh who eventually became 

Laurie Brereton’s wife] his wife – anyway, it will come to me in a minute - because I 

got much more money for Wagga after.  [They sent $250,000 to set up a regional 

council and money for other projects] So I thought, ‘Oh, well, I can do that’.  And 

they had to find a place where they could rely on someone to make it happen.  A 

regional council.   

Sounds rather familiar - a recent project, federal project.   

(laughter)  Yes.  And so I got a few friends together and the [Regional] head of the 

State Government welfare and [Regional] head of one of the other state development 

departments and a doctor and a few other people, and we decided on a number of 

projects, including there were a lot of kids with disabilities in rural properties who 

couldn’t get service, so I think we did quite a good job, actually, of getting a lot of 

services into regional – covered the Riverina, I think it was probably the Riverina 

Council for Social Development, I think.  And they wanted child care centres.  So I 

can remember when Kate was being born I was in hospital, I’d just delivered her, and 

I dictated the final submission for long day care centre from the hospital bed, and the 

man who was from the welfare, the state government department, whatever it was 

called in those days, was sitting at the end of bed; I was breastfeeding and he had his 

hand over his eyes and he and I were checking the proofs (laughs) of this document.  

Anyway, we got a long day care centre; and whatever they had to give in Canberra 

we applied for it and we got it.  It was an extraordinary time, extraordinary time.   

Trish – sorry, she’s the wife of Laurie Brereton –  

Ah, yes.   

- Trish – anyway, it’ll come to me in a minute –[Kavanagh] anyway, she was a big 

player in all of that.  The Whitlam Government of course had just come in, you know, 

they were trying to do things differently.  They didn’t have too many ministers, I 

think it was probably still at the time when they were a bit short of ministers, 

actually, they just did what they thought were very wonderful things.  Anyway, the 

Wagga City Council was a bit surprised by (laughter) all these things that came.   

Now, then the Council changed and the man who’d recruited me and his gang were 

thrown out and the conservatives came back in.  

Who was the mayor who came –   
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It was the man called Dick Gorman.   

– who was the mayor when he approached you.   

He was the mayor.  And he was replaced by a man called Gissing.  Now, Gissing was 

part of the Wal Fife group, Wal Fife being a serious liberal conservative who thought 

people like me were dangerous.  And it took me about a minute to realise I didn’t 

want to work here anymore.   

Which is also a bit of a pattern for your subsequent professional life, too?  

Yes, every time a – – –.  Although the best work I ever did was under a conservative 

government in setting up Centrelink.  But, you know, I’ve always been able to ride a 

tide of enthusiasm and there’s always been an end to it, but it’s never an end - it 

might be an end to me, but it’s not really and end of the revolution that kind of 

happened underneath.  But there’s always a bit of a one step back and a couple of 

steps forward.  Anyway, my husband had left me and I was there with a litt le baby 

and I didn’t want to – – –.   

The baby must have been almost just – – –.  

Nine months old.  

I was going to say, very tiny.   

Nine months old.  

So how did you organise your life, just working?  Were you working full-time?   

My mother sent down an au pair to live with me.  

Did she?  Good on her.   

(laughs)  And I used to come home every four hours and breastfeed the baby.  But I 

actually changed her life so she slept in the day and stayed awake all night, so I 

stayed awake all night and slept for a couple of hours in snatches, basically.  It wasn’t 

easy, but one doesn’t complain because you just have to do what you have to do, 

really.  But after a while I didn’t want to be there anymore.  

Because I noticed you were actually – I see one of your many, many boards and 

councils was Secretary of the Riverina Community Council or whatever it was 

called.   

Yes, that was the Australian Assistance Plan.   
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Yes – ah, yes.   

Yes, that’s them.  

They set up those big regional – ‘Riverina Regional Council for Social 

Development’.   

That’s it, that’s what they were called.  

And what did that involve?   

Well, looking after Marie Coleman’s money, basically.  (laughter)  No.  We did a lot 

of research.  There was a handful of us:  a man called Jim Lacey, a man called Tom 

Fallon; me.  I can’t remember all the other names, I remember those two, they were 

very strong.  One of them was the president.  And we used to gather people together 

in towns – I’ve got the stuff around somewhere, I’ve got the minutes somewhere – 

and say ‘What are the high-priority needs?’  That’s where we picked up the people 

with disability, kids with disability, and children’s services and we found out a fair 

bit about violence.  I can’t remember all the things that we did.  But we distributed 

this money fairly carefully.  We hired one or two people to do some work for us.  But 

I also had heaps and heaps of social work students who used to come down and do 

placements with me because again, just as I’d been in Baulkham Hills, Wagga 

became an interesting place for community development in the Council and the 

mayor was there and he was quite good at that.   

Now, Anne Gorman, who was also an important person in New South Wales, was 

a social worker who was a farmer – her husband I think had died so she had a big 

property down there.  She worked for the Catholic [Church] – I think she was their 

adoption person, she checked out adoption people.  But she’d also lobbied the 

Council to have a social worker and I think she was quite useful in helping me 

understand the local community, like the country folks who didn’t like us blow-ins, 

where she was a real person, she’d [the Gormans had] been there for generations.  So 

she helped me do lots of things and it helped because she was a Gorman, and the 

Gormans were like royalty down there – not quite, but along with the Fifes, they were 

one of the names.  So, there was always – you know, Mary Lane in the back ground 

in Baulkham Hills and Anne Gorman always in the background in Wagga, both pretty 

important.  On the days that I wanted to leave they both were places I would go and 

they would bounce me back.  Anyway.   
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So I came back [to Sydney] and I wanted an easy job, and I decided that the State 

Government would have to be easy because local government was hard.  You 

couldn’t go shopping without somebody wanted you to solve a problem, every time I 

walked around an aisle there’d be somebody, and it was day and night, weekends, 

everything.  So I said, ‘I’ll work for the State Government, they don’t do anything 

much’.  (laughter)  I mean I could see myself having weekends off, I thought - really 

I had very low aspirations, but I wanted just to work a little bit less, and I had this 

baby to look after – and so I applied for a job in Sydney that looked very good.  It 

was the head of the Community Liaison Bureau and I thought, ‘Well, I know about 

communities and I know about funding’, and I had been lobbying in that department 

to get subsidies to local government social workers, which we’d got, which had 

helped lots of other councils take them on because I think they came out of the 

subsidy, but by the time we got it it was about like $4,000 a year, I think, which was 

not to be sneezed at.  And the community funding arms of the Government could see 

that this was a good thing.  So anyway, I didn’t get that job.  It’s quite a funny story 

why I didn’t get that job but it’s libellous so I can’t put it on the historical record – 

I’m happy to tell you, but it involves a man having an affair and another woman 

covering up for him, so the woman who covered up was advantaged by that.  

(laughter).  

Anyway, the people on the panel had quite liked me so they asked me to apply for 

another job.  And the other job was [Departments’] student unit supervisor with the 

University of New South Wales.  And I was pretty desperate to get back so I thought, 

‘Well, any job’s better than no job’, and so I took it, and I quite liked it because it 

meant that I went back to my old alma mater and I felt at home at the university.  But 

this wasn’t what I wanted to do, but I had lots of students and I found them good 

placements and I did good work in that department.   

But this job that I’d applied for, Community Liaison Bureau – oh, no, I became the 

senior social worker first – or did I?  I can’t remember which way round.  Does it say 

community liaison?   

I was just checking –  

What comes first?   

The social work student unit –  
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Yes.  

– and then the senior social worker?  

Yes, that’s right.  I was asked by the department to create a social work structure for 

the department because the student liaison person was not a big job.  Students weren’t 

on placement all the time, and although I had to give a few lectures at the university it 

wasn’t big.  So I kept saying to the boys upstairs, ‘Have you got any more work for 

me?’ , because I’d been operating at this enormous high rate and I’d got a job with a 

very low work rate, in my view, so I said, ‘Could you please give me more work?’  

And so one of them gave me the job of doing the corporate plan for the department, 

which was interesting because I’d never done one before, and another one gave me 

the job of designing a social work structure.  And I had a particular woman in mind 

who I thought would have been very good at that, because most of the social workers 

in their department were case workers or worked in institutions or, you know, they 

were not a sphere I knew a lot about.  Anyway, the person - I can see her now - when 

I approached her and I said, ‘I’ve designed this job, looks like you could do it’, she 

just took one look at it and said, ‘I don’t want it.  I don’t want to be a senior social 

worker’.  Anyway, so the people upstairs said, ‘Well, if you can’t find somebody, 

then you’ll have to do it’.  I think I then absorbed that other job into it, so saved some 

money.   

But it had to be done because social workers - I can’t remember the story, but they 

couldn’t get paid properly because they didn’t - there was some hierarchical thing, 

anyway.  The social workers in hospitals had a proper rank system but not in the State 

Government, so the AASW was threatening the social workers.  It’s such a long way 

away, but – – –.  So I created it.  I didn’t create this job for myself, this is the point; I 

created the job because they wanted it to be created.  

So that was ’76, ’77, Senior Social Worker, and then – – –?   

Then I went into the community liaison.   

That’s right, ’77-81, yes.  

Which was really the job I wanted.   

Yes. 
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And the lady had retired and that’s when I did probably my best work, with very, 

very fantastic people, all of whom have done very well and they’re still my friends.  

But in a very conservative department.  The Director-General knew that he had to 

have a more expansive wing:  there was money for women’s shelters and there was 

money coming in from everywhere, and I think he quite liked me because I - I mean I 

was always very respectful, but I pushed the boundaries a bit.  Anyway, we got work 

collectives off the ground; we got women’s shelters off the ground; and we did the 

first deals to get the Commonwealth and State money together to create women’s 

shelter funding.  Then we got youth shelter funding; we got HACC
4
 came out of that 

unit, in its various forms.  I was the chair of the New South Wales Home Care 

Service.  I’d turned it from the Housekeeping Service of New South Wales to the 

Home Care Service, which is still standing today and it’s huge.  So we built the 

underpinnings of some quite important new businesses for government to be in.  We 

did a lot of lobbying.    

We supported lots of other departments in developing new [housing] estates.  We 

sent out the new estate social workers; when their planning people would make a 

suburb, we would try firstly to stop the suburb being built then, when we couldn’t, we 

would put the community social workers in there to welcome the new residents and 

try and create better lives and I suppose we made some progress.  (laughter)  

But then you moved up again to Director of Policy Development.   

Yes.  Yes, well, I disbanded the Community Liaison Bureau in a funny way, because 

we’d regionalised the department and I wanted the people to get out.  They wanted in 

each of the regions to be closer to the decision-making so if there was going to be 

community funding they’d have to - I was always very keen that the field, the welfare 

people, who were forever saying how hard it was, would have community groups that 

would support the families, that they were their customers, so to speak.  And so I 

wanted the funding to go where it would make a difference - which was a radical 

notion at the time, because the community groups that were getting the funding from 

before were not connected to the customer base of the state welfare department.  But I 

could see that it would be more useful if we could get these all together.  That was an 

                                       
4 HACC – Home and Community Care. 
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important thing which I never stopped believing in.  And so I regionalised the 

department.   

There was a little bit of flak in that, but I believed it was the right thing to do, at the 

time.   

So that wasn’t till ’81 - I’m sorry, I’m rushing you?  

No, no, no, no, no.  I’m struggling to make sure I get these things in order.  

You are, because I’ve got your CV here.  And then ’82–84 you were Regional 

Director of the Northwest.   

Ah, now, the Director of Policy is very important because the minister changed.  I 

didn’t like being the Director of Policy.  This wasn’t my bag.  However, it was a new 

experience and I thought - what I really wanted was a big operational job, but because 

I was not one of theirs, I hadn’t come up from the ranks, I hadn’t come up from the 

field, I hadn’t come up from institutions or residential care, there is no way they were 

going to give me an area manager or area director or anything that vaguely looked 

operational.   

I was blessed by the fact that Kevin Stewart became the minister.  Now, Kevin 

Stewart, a very conservative Catholic, put on his desk a picture of him and the Pope.  

I was a divorced Anglican.  He decided that he wasn’t going to have as the chief 

policy adviser to him such a person - (a) a woman, (b) divorced, (c) Protestant.  So he 

wanted another man to be that person, who was on the Catholic board of something 

or other, who was also in the department.  So on a Thursday before an Easter I got a 

note in a tiny little handwriting from the Director-General saying on the next Tuesday 

I was to report as the Regional Director for the western suburbs of Sydney.   

I went to him and said, ‘Why is this so?  You know, you give me five hours to 

leave my desk’.  And he refused to see me.  Probably because he couldn’t face me, I 

think.  He was under instructions of the Minister.  And so I was moved by the 

Minister, quickly.  And I was the luckiest person on this earth because I got the 

biggest operational job in the department because all the institutions were in the 

western suburbs.  So we gaily went about looking at them, trying to make them 

better.  They had very strong cultures, but we moved in a few - I closed down what 

was Kamballa, which had been the Parramatta Girls’ Home, and made a few other -  

Why did you do that?   
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Because I just hated it.  When I was back in the Baulkham Hills Council as a young 

social worker I set up a youth group, and one of the kids that came to this youth 

group was a young girl whose mother raised cats.  And her mother went to America 

to a cat show leaving the daughter with a family she didn’t know very well.  The 

male parent of that family - I’m not quite sure of the extent of the sexual abuse, but 

abused her.  She was charged with [being] exposed to moral danger.  

Yes?  

And she - this sweet, sweet thing - ended up in the Parramatta Girls’ Home.  So on 

one occasion I said, ‘Where is What’s-her-name?’ – unfortunately I cannot remember 

her name - and they said ‘She’s in Parramatta Girls’ Home’.  I said, ‘Well, I’m going 

down to get her out’.  So I went down there, knocked on the door, saw Percy 

Mayhew, the superintendent, and I said, ‘I’ve come to take her away’.  And he 

laughed at me, he had no understanding of this thing.  I said, ‘I will take her’.  I didn’t 

care where I was going to take her; I was just going to get her out of this place.  He 

did let me see her and she wasn’t – like just in a few short weeks she looked awful, 

she had tatts on her and I felt sick.  And I stood at that doorstep and I said, ‘I will 

close this place one day’.  And so, some years later, I got to close it.  It became a 

passion.   

Did you pick the girl up?   

No, I couldn’t.  There was nothing I could do about it.  

No.  Terrible.   

Shocking.  Her mother came back from the cat show and couldn’t get her out either.  

It was shocking.  Not in the league of Hay, but it was the same people.  I think Hay 

was well and truly closed by then, but Percy Mayhew had been part of that thing, the 

Hay thing.   

The notorious Percy Mayhew.   

Yes.  I developed a big passion against Percy Mayhew.  

Because – of what he did?   
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Yes.  I think because he laughed at me when I came to get her.  But I subsequently 

found out how he’d run the institutions.  Anyway, it’s a long story.  But I went out 

from there.  And then, cutting a long story short, a job came up in South Australia.   

So you were, you were Acting Director of Operations for a year, ’84-85.   

Yes.  The government changed again and Frank Walker became the Minister, and 

they pulled me in to be the head of operations.  Again, I didn’t like it because it was 

away from the real work, but I talked to a number of people and they said, ‘You’d 

better do it’, to keep alive a lot of the things that we had going by then.  Anyway, it 

was a bad time for me because they brought in a man called Hans Heilpern.  Hans 

Heilpern – and I’m not going to say anything negative about him, just going to tell 

you about his history – he had been the chief of staff to Frank Walker.  

What was his name, sorry?  

Hans Heilpern.  He and Frank Walker were modern social reformers.  They also had 

another side to them, which was they were boys.  Not going to talk about that 

anymore because we’re on the record.  Anyway, they got rid of the Director General 

and the spot was open, and the people inside wanted me to apply for it.  But I heard 

on the grapevine that Frank Walker thought he was going to be the Premier of New 

South Wales, so he hired a man called David Dale, who became the head – he was 

the editor of The Bulletin subsequently – to be his adviser.  David Dale and Hans 

Heilpern were two bulls in a paddock with Frank Walker, so Frank Walker offered 

him, Hans, the director-generalship.  And someone told me that play was in play.  So 

I said, ‘Well, I’m not going to put myself forward under those circumstances’.  I 

thought I might apply for the deputy.  Anyway, another friend of mine was a cabinet 

minister and he said – he wasn’t actually a friend of mine; he was the lover of a 

girlfriend of mine, but I knew him – and he said, ‘Oh, Sue, I’m so sorry you didn’t 

get the job’.  He said, ‘We talked about it in Cabinet’.  I said, ‘What do you mean?’  I 

said, ‘I didn’t even apply’.  ‘Oh, yes’, he said, ‘You did.  There were two applicants, 

you and this other man, and they weighed them up and they brought in the head of 

the Public Service Commission and they decided that this other man was more 

suitable’.  I said, ‘But I wasn’t an applicant’.  ‘Oh’, he said, ‘Yes, you were’.  

(laughter) I thought, ‘This is New South Wales, this is real corruption’.  And this 
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other bloke hadn’t got any administrative  [experience]at all, it was terrible.  Anyway, 

I thought, ‘I have to get out of here’.   

And just at that moment – – –.   

And just at that moment – well, I was going mad.  Oh, and then I applied for the 

deputy but I didn’t get the deputy’s job because they gave it to a man from the police 

who was an administrative officer from the police, who was part of the right wing of 

the Labor Party.  I don’t understand it.  Anyway, it was disastrous.  So I said to 

myself, ‘Get out of here or go mad’.  Because until then it had been quite good, you 

know, but this was closed doors, nobody’s there, they were smoking, away drinking, 

you know.  Bleugh.   

So Yve Repin turned up on my doorstep to find out about something one day, of 

how we were organising something or doing a corporate plan or something.  And 

then she went away.  Then she rang me back and she said ‘Look, there’s this job has 

become [available], you must apply for it’.  And I thought about it and I said no, I 

wouldn’t apply for it.  But then something triggered – you know they always say 

there’s a push and a pull?  I really wasn’t happy, there was a bit of a pull going on – 

and then something happened.  I think it probably involved a man called David 

Marchant, who’s now running the railways, and I said, ‘Oh, bugger it, I’m going to 

apply’.  So I applied, not thinking for a minute that I would get it.  But, unbeknownst 

to me - and you would know more about it than I do - there were a couple of people 

in Adelaide who thought the job was theirs when Ian Cox left, they were sort of 

divided.  I don’t even know anything about it.  And so Greg Crafter, who had five 

minutes before been the chief of staff to Len King, and who had been the ‘Bag 

carrier’, as he referred to himself -  

For the Labor Party?   

- no, for Len King -  

Oh, for Len King, yes.   

- in a sense, you know – suddenly he was the Minister, he was young, he wanted to 

establish his authority.  So there was a panel, and they interviewed lots of people, 

including people I knew really well who were very superior to me in any view.  

About running out, are we?   
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No, we’re going to run out and you’re saying such a good story and I thought, 

‘Right, can you draw a breath?’   

Right, we’ll stop.   

END OF DISK 1:  DISK 2  

This is Susan Marsden interviewing Sue Vardon on the 24
th

 March 2010.  This is 

tape two.  And we have just got – well, we haven’t quite got you to South Australia, 

but we’ve got you being asked by the Minister or being interviewed by the then 

Minister for the job of what was then Department for Community Welfare, wasn’t 

it? 

Right.   

So tell me your first impressions of that department. 

You mean after I get the shock of being offered it?  (laughter)  Not understanding the 

machinations – probably not evil, I don’t mean machinations in the worst sense, but 

they’re kind of the small-‘p’ politics of what was happening in Adelaide and not 

really understanding about Greg; but I certainly had liked him – but went back to that 

dinner party and I said, ‘Well, I didn’t get that job’, and said nothing to anybody and 

went back to work thinking, ‘I’ve clearly got to find myself another job’.  And I was 

sitting at my desk one day and Greg Crafter rang and he said, ‘Oh, it’s my honour to 

tell you that I’m putting your name forward to Cabinet this afternoon for the job’.  

And I said, ‘Oh, thank you very much’.   

Now, what I hadn’t factored into any of this was that I had just got engaged – just 

got married.  (laughs)  Just got married.  And my husband was a Sydney –  

And husband’s name is? 

– Ian, Ian McAulay – and he was working with Commonwealth Industrial Gases and 

he knew that I had applied but he thought it was sort of practice, really.  And I had 

told him, ‘There’s no way I’m going to get the job’, and so we didn’t even talk about 

it.  Then I sort of rang him and said, ‘I’ve got this job’.  And somehow or other we 

were on our honeymoon and we stopped at the bottom of a mountain – no, wait a 

minute.  No, no, no.  Greg told me that.  Then I got married, and somehow or other – 

it was a very short period of time – anyway, we’re on our honeymoon and he said, 

‘Well, of course you’re not going to take the job’, and I said, ‘Well, I’ve accepted it 

and I am going to take the job’.  And he said, ‘But no, no, no, remember you were 

only doing that for practice’.  He said, ‘Remember, I live in Sydney’, he said.  And I 
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said, ‘Well, I live in Adelaide’.  (laughs)  So it was nearly the shortest-lived marriage 

of all time.   

Anyway, I went over to Adelaide and I did wonder what it was I was doing 

because the first week in Adelaide was 45 [degrees] or something in February, first 

week in February –  

’Eighty-five. 

– and I had just built a lovely house in Mosman in Sydney, which I hadn’t really 

lived in long, and I remember getting a sort of a little house and it was a bit ratty, and 

I can remember not everybody welcomed me.  (laughs)  In fact, I got off the 

aeroplane – no, I came over.  I came over for a quick look before I drove over and 

while they checked me out, and Rosemary Wighton met me at the airport and she 

looked aghast because I looked so young, because I was 36 I think – 35 or 36, quite 

young.  And anyway, she was polite.  But pleased.  There was a senior man in the 

Department who – – –. 

Were you the first female head of a department? 

No; Kathy Branson was.  Attorney-General’s. 

But only just. 

She’d been there about a year. 

Had she?  Yes, I was going to say it was pretty new. 

And she was extremely kind to me.  Anyway, Mac Harris – was it Mac Harris or the 

other one?  One of them – got a petition up after I’d been there for a week to try and 

get everybody to sign it saying that they didn’t want to work with me. 

Who did this? 

I think Leah Mann, who was there, who was very supportive to me, kind of told them 

to stop it.  Anyway, no-one signed it. 

Were they opposed because you were female, young or inexperienced? 

I have no idea.  I have no idea.  I didn’t bother to ask; I just told him I wanted his 

resignation.  And he left.  There was another man, who left quickly after, I’m afraid I 

often make jokes about.  It’s actually quite good being a woman because the people 
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who won’t work with you often are people you don’t want to work with you, and 

they’ll go.  (laughs) 

Cleans things out nicely, doesn’t it? 

There was another man – Wally, I can only remember Wally; probably not for the 

historical record on a big sense – but he said, ‘But you never talk to me’.  And I said, 

‘Well, it’s 5 o’clock at night, I’m happy to talk to you’.  He said, ‘I spoke to your 

predecessor – every morning at half-past 7 I was here’.  I said, ‘Every morning at 

half-past 7 I’m getting my daughter ready for school, but I’m here at 5 o’clock and 

I’m happy to talk to you at 5 o’clock’.  He said, ‘Oh, no, I leave at 5 o’clock’.  

(laughter)  I said, ‘Well, I’m sorry you don’t get to talk to me’.  Not everybody was 

wanting to change. 

Oh, you were straight after Ian Cox. 

Straight after Ian Cox.  You know, and he was a bit of a legend.  Everybody knew Ian 

Cox, he was a legend. 

And did you know him? 

I knew him a little bit, a little bit. 

And what was your impression of him, may I ask? 

Well, he had a reputation for, in Victoria, closing down all the big institutions, and 

his history was institutional reform, and I had a deep respect for anyone who 

reformed institutions, you know.  I had the same horrible feeling about them then that 

I have about them today.  I probably wasn’t quite as aware, because of where I’d 

come from, of the damage that they had done, particularly to children, because I 

didn’t grow up a lot in the welfare system – you know, institutions; and even when I 

was in it I was in community development sort of side of it.  But I did get to hear of 

the stories when I was out based in Parramatta.  Anyway, so he was a legend. 

Now, I was given two instructions when I came:  I was told, ‘Every time anyone 

has a good idea about community work, the Department steals it and puts on new 

staff and implements the idea themselves’, or words to that effect.  ‘We want to build 

a relationship with the nongovernment sector so that they’re the ones that build it; the 

Department doesn’t put on more community workers, but they put the money into the 

nongovernment sector’, which seemed like a fair enough thing.  And the second thing 
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was, ‘We want you to fix up the relationships with the women’s refuges’ – women’s 

shelters, here.  Now, there is a very famous case which only finished two or three 

years ago which was the wash-up of that cleaning-up. 

Cleaning up in what respect? 

Well, the women’s shelters were funded to a certain degree, but not to the whole of 

their expectation.  So for some years they had been overspending their money and 

getting advances and advances, and so the advance for the next month was closer to 

the last one and really there was a fair bit of game-playing.  The good citizens of the 

Department were desperately trying to get Treasury to give them more money, but 

not enough for the level that they wanted, and the revolutionaries – again, of the 

feminist movement, for whom I have enormous sympathy, because I’d just sorted out 

their funding in New South Wales – they wouldn’t behave.  (laughs)  ‘You can’t keep 

borrowing in advance.’  So I thought, ‘This is just crazy’.  So we worked out how 

much debt they had between them and I said to the Commonwealth, ‘We can’t keep 

going through this.  I want you to clear the debt’.  And the Commonwealth said to 

me, ‘We will give you the $75,000 to clear this gap if these shelters will sign a 

document that they will now stay within the level of expenditure’. 

And they wouldn’t? 

Well, when I went to Canberra they treated me really badly.  You know, I was a 

supplicant State asking for money because we couldn’t manage our shelters.  But I 

thought, ‘I’ve just got to clear up this historical thing; it’s just going to go on 

forever’.  Anyway, they finally said, ‘Yes, you can have it’.  Susan Ryan was the 

Minister.  So there was a fair bit of sympathy around to do the right thing, in a way; 

but it was absolutely dependent upon them signing it.  So I went back and most of 

them reluctantly signed, and so we cleared their debts.  There were two that didn’t 

sign.  One we signed on the death-knock; one refused, so we closed it down. 

Which one was that? 

The Christies Beach Women’s Shelter.  We had another shelter ready to go so that 

women weren’t disadvantaged.  But they were taking us on, a woman called Dawn 

Rowan decided to take us on.  Unfortunately – and that would have been all right, we 

could have withstood it; but there had been allegations about that shelter which I had 
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chosen in the spirit of – there were a lot of whisperings, like roof rock-throwing and 

staff were putting lesbian advances on the women, but there was no substance to it 

and it was all kind of the sorts of things that were said.  But they were around.  And I 

said, ‘Look, I’m not going to investigate this stuff.  It’s closed down, we’re cleaning 

this all up.  It’s all over, red rover’.  I thought it was a very good decision at the time 

because no-one could give me any – no-one was prepared to come forward and say 

anything, no-one could give me a single person who could give any evidence about it.  

So I said, ‘We’re closing it down, let’s just wipe it over and keep the new shelter 

open and make sure we maintain the standards of the new shelters’. 

 By now we had found more money for the youth refuges.  

Oh, gosh! 

Damages were laid against Judith Roberts for something she said on the television; 

she was distraught.  Anyway, this happened when 9/11 happened, because I was in 

Adelaide giving evidence when it happened and Centrelink was seriously involved in 

trying to find the Australians who were affected by that.  And I had to turn my phone 

off.  So that was the time, I was giving evidence at that time, still.  The State appealed 

– oh, she was awarded everything.   

Yes. 

But there was this kind of wind that was going on around it.  But the other impression 

that I had was that in young offenders South Australia did really well.  In comparison 

where I’d come from, New South Wales, South Australia was outstanding.  People 

like Leah Mann and Ian Cox and a whole lot of others had done a grand job there, 

and the youth programs were pretty good.  But the thing that was in trouble was child 

protection.  Notifications going through the roof, and there was a strong prevailing 

view – which wasn’t a bad view, but it was ‘Child abuse is the symptom of 

poor-functioning communities; therefore, if we put our energy into community 

development, then child abuse will disappear’.  I knew that wasn’t a logical flow. 

Well, you had all those battered wives and children from the army families, yes. 

Everywhere.  That’s right.  Yes.  It didn’t flow.  So I said, ‘This department has to 

pay more attention to child protection, that’s its core business’.  And that was seen as 

a really – I was seen as just having taken them in a backward direction, into the crisis 
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end of the spectrum, where they really wanted to be in the development end.  And I 

said, ‘In this day and age you can’t’. 

Because? 

Because you have these children who were not being investigated, basically, and 

there was this legislation that said that we were required to do it, serious 

investigation.  And like child sex abuse wasn’t on the table and it was happening 

everywhere. 

Do you think – I mean I’ve not thought this before – but do you think the very fact 

of having closed institutions which was basically they were, many of them were 

bad, but in a sense what you were in effect doing was then leaving those children in 

families that were not able to cope? 

Yes. 

So in a sense deinstitutionalisation may have increased the problem? 

No.  Yes, that could be for a small amount; but the number of kids in institutions was 

terribly small compared with – I mean people talk about, you know, one in four kids 

sexually-abused.  I don’t know what the figure is but it’s high.   

In institutions or at home? 

No; outside.   

All right, outside, yes. 

You know, I always used to laugh about – not laugh; inside laughter – about the 

terrible findings in the big reports, Mullighan and everybody else.  If they had done 

their general population they would have found the same.  So my wish was to sort of 

get them to look at the general population, because there was terrible stuff happening.  

Anyway, I can go on about that.  There was a very good policeman who did a lot of 

very good work with offenders – against offenders, in a sense – for children, and the 

police were so upset, he was getting so many convictions that they demoted him and 

moved him away.  The police had their own reasons for protecting and covering 

paedophiles, which I’m not going to talk about on this tape.  But, anyway, lots of 

good things happened; but there was still a lot of community work went on.  Still a 

lot of money went into community funding.  But it wasn’t the Department that was 
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doing it anymore; we were putting it out to the community organisations, and that 

was a big shift.  And Peter Bicknell was part of that big shift. 

So there was a shift from juvenile justice which, as you say, had been a big thing, 

you feel? 

Wasn’t from it.  We said, ‘It’s going well, so let’s move into the places where there is 

a big deficit’.   

And what about the other thing that Cox was probably most legendary for, which 

was in fact regionalisation?  Would you say – – –?   

Is that the department that didn’t get off the ground? 

Well, no, no, no, no.  I was just saying the whole kind of regionalisation of services 

that went on when DCW had been under him, do you think that continued under 

you or was that less important? 

Yes, because I’ve never been a centralist.  In fact, in Centrelink I pushed decision-

making away from the centre, which I’m sure saved Centrelink in the end.  But I 

came at the cusp, when they had just decided to ban the new Community 

Development Department or something.  But I was strongly of the view, because of 

the Australian Assistance Plan and the others, that the best planning work went on 

local, regional, getting good data and not necessarily from the centre.  So we kept the 

regional directors in. 

Anyway, the other thing we wanted to do, which is another interesting notion, 

which was to get the Minister’s agenda to dominate, which is something I had when I 

came into Jay’s [Weatherill’s] [that is when he became Minister] shoes.  Jay said, 

‘I’ve been trying to get these people to do what I want’.  And there was a strategic 

plan about to go out when I came that had no imprimatur from the Minister.  And so 

Greg Crafter in those days was saying, ‘I want my agenda implemented’.  His agenda 

never had child protection in it, though.  And he was always very wary about that.  

But I said to him, you know, ‘We’ve got this statutory responsibility.  We can’t not 

do it’.   

But we also implemented the adoption reform, too, which I was very pleased 

about. 

I was going to ask about that, child adoptions and inter-country adoptions was 

another thing. 
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Well, the adoption – the legislation to get people back together again came from Greg 

and I.  Rosemary Wighton did it.  But I had just been part of it in New South Wales 

and nearly got it finished there, came over and said, ‘Oh, we’ve got to open up here’.  

I think South Australia actually got it through quicker than New South Wales in the 

end.  But that itself had a fair bit of debate, public debate.  A lot of people didn’t want 

it opened up, you know, people spoke very strongly and emotionally against it.  It 

was only, I think, Greg’s strength that got it through in the end. 

And cutting back on inter-country adoptions was another – – –. 

Well, I opened up the inter-country adoption. 

Pardon? 

I set up the inter-country adoption externally from the Department.  And then when I 

came back I had to bring it back in [into the Department] and close it down – I found 

that slightly ironical.  But again you do what the ministers want.  I mean one of the 

first principles that a lot of people don’t understand is that they [ministers] get elected 

to govern, (laughs) and they’re allowed to do what they want, and if they have silly 

policies in their head – like one or two ministers I can think of, none of whom have 

been mentioned yet – you give them the best advice, but even if they want to go 

ahead you have to do it.  

Can you give me an overview of that?  You’ve seen many ministers come and go. 

Thirty-three ministers I’ve worked for.   

Who are the standouts? 

I can tell you who stands out – although the one thing that I had to learn is to respect 

the position of minister, even though there have been many occasions when I haven’t 

respected the minister.  But when I talk to ministers I talk to the position, not 

necessarily to the human being.  And it’s terribly important that the public sector 

understand they’re there to implement the elected government of the day.   

The standout ministers for me have always been the ones who are very thoughtful, 

who are strategic.  Chris Sumner, Greg Crafter, Jay Weatherill would be the men.  

Jocelyn Newman [Federal Ministers] so far out in front of everybody on the female 

side – like she was superior in every way.  One is because she understood social 

policy; secondly, she knew that people who knew the best social policy were the 
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people on the front counter, so she took more policy advice from them than the policy 

officers in Canberra; when people were trying to kill off Centrelink, which they did 

from the day I set it up – not now; now it’s a locked-in institution, but it went through 

many years – she never stopped supporting me.  She stood behind me like a rock, for 

which I am eternally grateful.  Other ministers, female ministers that I have liked 

working for were Amanda Vanstone  [Federal Minister]– 

Interesting. 

–  if she trusted you, like she trusted me, she made life extremely easy.  I had to get 

$400 million [while at Centrelink] of computer reform to hold up the Social Security 

computers, which was unheard-of.  I mean if I asked for $400 million you could 

imagine the State Government now.  Asking for $40 million nearly gave them 

apoplexy.  But $400 million is quite a different kettle of fish.  Anyway, she made me 

go through the wringer but she supported that application and we got the money.  So I 

mean when you need them they’re behind you and they stand behind you.  God 

knows what people say in Cabinet, but, you know. 

And in State politics at least, as in local politics with the mayor and State politics 

too, you’d be dealing with premiers too, I would imagine. 

Yes.  But I also did a lot of work with [Prime Minister]John Howard.  I think John 

Howard was a most outstanding administrator.  He did all his paperwork on time, his 

office was supremely efficient, and he was always, always polite and respectful.  His 

politics is a different kettle of fish.  You get to judge the minister – once you say, 

‘They’re in charge, their policy rules, like it or love it you’re there to implement it’, 

then you start to notice the personalities and how easy is it to work with the minister.  

Do you trust them?  Do they trust you?  Are they strong, have they got the numbers?  

Or are they wimps?  And then you change your strategy to help them implement their 

policy by working out what their strengths and their weaknesses are.   

Plus you’re having to deal with their advisers. 

Well, yes, yes, there are some very good advisers in this world and there are some 

shockers.  And there are some people who think they’re the minister and they’re not, 

and there are some very, very young people who a little bit of power goes to their 

head.  There’ve been good ministerial advisers; I think the Canberra mob are 

probably a little bit more professional than others, they work at a very high level.  
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But, you know, I enjoyed working with Grace Portolesi, who’s now a minister, she 

was a very good chief of staff.  So I can count as many good ones as bad ones. 

I’m sure. 

I’m not going to name all the bad ones!  (laughs)  Some of them are still living.   

Poor woman.  They were my main general questions about DCW, and in that time 

of course it also did change – I went back to your submission to the Mullighan 

Inquiry and looked at dates, so that name lasted till 1990, so you were still there, 

obviously. 

Yes. 

Did you have any role to play in the name change? 

Of the – – –? 

To ‘Family and Community Services’? 

Here?  Let me just think it through.  The big debate – I didn’t have any problem about 

it having ‘Community Services’.  The big debate became when Cornwall wanted to 

amalgamate Health and Welfare, and he wanted to have it run by a Health and Social 

Welfare Commission.  So my argument was, ‘Don’t let the amalgamation happen’.  

He was running it off his own bat; he wasn’t running it with the Premier’s 

imprimatur.  And, having said you should do what your minister wanted, I just knew 

from the history of the world that the DCW bit of it would be rolled, done right over.  

Health dominates.  And it was true:  when it finally happened, moneys which had 

been belonging to community services disappeared. 

Which I suspect happened with housing, too, because of course housing got taken 

in at that point, too – – –. 

Yes.  Oh, the housing money disappeared, too.  I mean part of the trouble that Jay and 

I had was to try and recapture the money that had been stolen [redirected].  But when 

Health and Treasury split the money – [the new Department] was forced very quickly 

to sign on the bottom line, ‘Yes, that’s a fair split’, [little did they know that Health 

was not open in its division of the funds] All these disability programs that had been 

running, they were recurrent fundings that were having money thrown at them by 

Health and one-offs.  So there were no more one-offs coming from Health and there 

were these programs with recurrent funding with no money attached – 12 million, 15 

million – and the Treasury said, ‘We have to close them all down’, and Jay 
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Weatherill said, ‘Over my dead body’.  And we tried to explain it to the Premier and 

everybody that the disability money wasn’t enough, and in fact there was an article in 

the paper the other day that said that ‘The right is concerned that Jay isn’t fiscally 

responsible’ or something; I thought, ‘Oh, I hope Jay doesn’t read that.  He’ll get 

hysterical’.  Because he and I exposed – – –. 

But this was recently, though. 

This is recently.  So the big fight was on about not having the amalgamation.  Just 

when did it become – – –?  Youth and Community Services –  

It became FACS in 1990, Family and Community Services. 

– well, I must have been there. 

You were, that’s right. 

Because ’93, yes.   

And so but what you’re saying is that that renaming was, in a sense, intended as a 

precursor to a big amalgamation. 

Yes. 

Which didn’t happen under Labor, of course. 

Didn’t happen. 

No. 

No, did not.  In fact, I think I really stopped it.  But it wasn’t a big government 

policy; it was Cornwall just being –  

Really the Minister himself. 

– silly.  But it did happen, and it was a disaster.  It was the disaster I knew it would 

be. 

Yes.  Well, I should interject here ..... the Department of Human Services, which 

was there while you were away, basically. 

Yes. 

I would like – it sounds terrible to do this, and you refer to Centrelink:  why did 

you leave in ’93? 
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The Government changed.  The Liberal Party came in.  I was then the Commissioner 

for Public Employment. 

Ah yes, that’s true, so you had – – –. 

So why did I leave?  I left the Department of Community Services because Andrew 

Strickland, who was the Commissioner, [told me he] wanted to give Anne Dunn the 

job that she had always wanted, which was the job I was in. 

Is it Family and Community Services? 

Yes.  There’s one other thing.  Frank Blevins liked the work that had happened inside 

our organisation which Anne Howe had done, which was to sort of rethink the way 

the place was run and to get people from one part of the organisation to look at work 

that was being done by another part, so she swapped everybody around, basically.  

And Frank Blevins decided that I would reform the public service, based on what I 

knew as Anne Howe’s work but they thought was my work.  So Andrew Strickland 

said, ‘Congratulations.  The Government wants you to reform the public service’.  I 

said, ‘Oh, no, thank you’.  (laughter)  He said, ‘Oh, actually, Sue, you don’t have any 

choice because I’ve already arranged the rest of the things and Ann Dunn’s going to 

have your job because she’s always wanted it; but the Government wants you to do 

public sector reform’.   

  Because this was the Labor Government, this was under Lyn Arnold – well, the end 

of Bannon, the beginning of Lyn Arnold, right?  But Blevins and Sumner were very 

powerful in the back stalls and they genuinely wanted public sector reform.  So Anne 

Howe said, ‘Well, you have to take me’.  I said, ‘Of course.  I’m not going without 

you’.  So I said, ‘Well, we’re a package, like you have to take both of us’.  So we 

went over there and of course there was nowhere for us to go and we had to find a 

place and we had to find people and all sorts of things, but Chris Sumner really 

wanted this to happen.  The fact that Ann [Dunn] wanted my job was incidental, 

because Andrew Strickland had been told to do this other thing and then work the 

pieces behind.  Now, I think Ann [Dunn] had closed down the Department for Local 

Government and was probably close to being without portfolio.  So, you know, she’s 

a good woman, she was a good friend of Andrew’s and so that was her job, and we 

were over here doing this job. 
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So what were your major achievements as Commissioner of Public Employment? 

[I headed the Office of Public Sector Reform before I became Commissioner]  So 

public sector reform – I mean we wrote the book called A bias for yes, which was 

really one of my most favoured books ever. 

What’s it called? 

“A Bias for Yes” – I’ve got a copy of it – which was what the public service should 

look like.  Anyway, after the lawyers said, ‘You shouldn’t have a bias for anything in 

the public service’, I said, ‘Yes, I want people to say “Yes”, not “No” all the time’.  

But we talked about customer service and we streamlined the departments from 30 to 

12 or something, you know, we did some of that stuff.  I’ve got it written down 

somewhere, all those things.  Then Peter Crawford was the head of the Premier’s 

Department and he wanted some other changes, so I had to draw up the instruments 

for this reform.  Oh, I know what they were:  they were the Department for 

Emergency Services, they were going to create the head of the Emergency Services 

Department, they were going to put a police, a fire and ambulance – no, ambulance 

went to Health; police and a fire and SES,
5
 I think – under one department.   –[I 

wrote] the Cabinet submission, which I did, and it had a set of vacancies in it, like 

who was going to be the Commissioner for Public Employment, blah, blah, blah, and 

I said, ‘Here’s a whole lot of choices.  You can put the Commissioner together with 

the Public Sector Reform or you could have a Commissioner here – – –.’  You know, 

I put every possible combination together.  Anyway, the Premier wrote in – Arnold 

wrote in – ‘Sue Vardon’ in his handwriting, for Commissioner.  And when my 

Cabinet submission came back, to my surprise I became the Commissioner – a job I 

didn’t like at all, because everybody only wanted bigger cars.  But I kept the public 

sector reform job, which was always interesting, but I was the Commissioner for 

three months and I said to myself, ‘This is not a job I want’. 

Because? 

It’s boring.  It had no power, it had no influence much.  Anyway, I hated it.  It just 

didn’t appeal to any revolutionary spirit in me.  Truly, everybody only ever wanted 

bigger cars.  You know, the men would come and say, ‘Now I’m a this grade, I want 

                                       
5 SES – State Emergency Service. 
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a ....., and can I have a four-wheel-drive and a – – –?’  And I’d say, ‘Do I care?’  

(laughter)  But we kept the public sector reform stuff going, so that was all right.    

The Government changed.  Stephen Baker had a list of people who weren’t going 

to stay as chief executives.  I was the Commissioner, I was told, ‘You’re not political.  

Every job you’ve ever had you’ve earnt it’.  I said, ‘Yes, I’m not political’.  And they 

said, ‘You have a statutory position.  We don’t want you in that because we’ve got’ – 

‘All these other people we need to find a place for.’ 

– ‘we’ve got somebody who’s ready for that job’, someone who hadn’t been a chief 

executive, but that was only a little job.  ‘You can pick the job you want.  What 

would you like?’  And so I said, ‘Oh, that’s interesting’.  They said, ‘Do you want 

your old job back?’  Because Ann Dunn was one of the people on that list, right? 

So I had this list.  And my last job as the Commissioner, [was to arrange the 

departure of people who were my friends]  Very unattractive moment of history.  So I 

had to do that, and then I had to appoint myself to a job.  I have the letter that says, 

‘Dear Sue Vardon, I am now appointing you to head of Correctional Services’, signed 

‘Sue Vardon, Commissioner’.    

So did you choose Correctional Services? 

They said to me, ‘What would you like?  Do you want your old job back?’  ‘No’, I 

said, ‘never go backwards’, which is probably funny when you think that I did come 

backwards, except it was very different when I came back to what I’d left.  And I 

said, ‘No’, I said, ‘you’re the Government, you can pick’.  He said, ‘We haven’t got 

anyone for Correctional Services, would you like that?’  I said something like, ‘Is that 

like all you’re offering?’  ‘Well, no’, he said, ‘we’re offering you your old job back’.  

(laughter)  And I said, ‘No, I don’t want it back’, but because I was a statutory officer 

I had some say; otherwise they would have had to get both Houses of Parliament to 

sack me.  So I said, ‘All right, I’ll take Correctional Services’.  And Stephen Baker 

laughed, he thought that was very, very funny [me going there].  And I have to say 

that the three years in Correctional Services were the most learning I ever did in my 

life, about the human condition. 

Why? 
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It’s extraordinary what I learnt about the human condition – about the way 

institutions run; the fact that every time there was a problem  – but mutual behaviour; 

and when most of the prisoners are in there for a very short period of time, want to 

get out fast, most of them are on traffic offences or something else. 

Do you think it influenced you being back in welfare in any way? 

No.  No.  Did it?  No.  No.  It taught me a lot about unions, about my own personal 

strengths – you know, when I sacked the staff at Yatala, with Dean Brown’s 

permission, stood them all down because they were behaving very badly, and I took 

over the prison myself, I learnt a lot about my own capacity, about how I wasn’t 

frightened as I went around every night and locked all the boys up, you know, opened 

the doors up for them in the morning, got the prisoners to run the prison.    I said, ‘We 

could have held out for months’.  And the prison officers were disgusting [difficult].  

Anyway. 

Did you make lasting changes, do you think?  Or was that hard? 

No.  I introduced a number of things, including case management system, which the 

person who followed me said, ‘Oh, yes, we must follow through’, and it’s vaguely 

stayed.  But what happened was that the Institutions were separate from Community 

Corrections, so a person would be known to Community Corrections, would go to 

gaol, there’d be no influence from Community Corrections to what happened inside, 

so if he needed to learn to drive or to read or something none of that information got 

into here; these people did what they liked with them and then just released them.  So 

I said I wanted a case management system so that when a person comes in there is a 

plan for them in the prison and for on their discharge.  So I said no longer were we 

going to have Institutions and Community Corrections; we were going to have 

regional institutions and community corrections together, so there were country 

prisons and country community corrections, and the city ones.  Now, not everybody 

who ran prisons wanted to get involved in this community thing, but we did start the 

concept of the ‘flow’.  Also I changed the way the training happened:  instead of the 

prison officers being taught to march I had them do courses in interpersonal 

relationships and things.  So I mean there’s quite a lot of stuff that happened.  Some 

of it continued. 



39 

 

The man who followed me said, ‘Everything that Sue started, I’m going to finish’.  

But [it didn’t] happen.   

No.  Interesting.  So why, then, did you leave South Australia?  Was it because you 

were ..... ..... Centrelink? 

No.  There’s always a push and a pull whenever something happens. [I needed a 

change and hadn’t been supported by my ministers] 

So he was Liberal Minister for Correctional Services. 

Liberal Minister, yes [The new Liberal Minister Wayne Mathews].  The first thing he 

did was to take away 25 per cent of the budget because he said the prisons got far too 

much money, which was a bit weird, so I had to take 70 staff out of Yatala.  I was 

nearly strung up when I went out to Yatala to talk to the staff about taking 70 jobs 

out.  It has to be done and you do it.  Anyway.  But when I got Dorothy Kotz (laughs) 

as the new Minister I thought, ‘I don’t have to really do this anymore, really’, and so 

I make this joke about when you can’t stand the work you see what’s [in the jobs 

section] on Saturday.  In New South Wales, when I really couldn’t stand working for 

[in NSW] anymore, this was the trigger to look in the Saturday paper and there was 

the job at Community Welfare, Director General, which Yve had been to talk to me 

about and I’d said no.  And I thought, ‘Oh, well, it’s on Saturday’, and I’d made a 

sort of a joke to myself, apply it if it was Saturday.  So the same principle applied:  I 

opened up the paper when I’d had another moment with Dorothy Kotz when I 

thought, ‘I can’t, not anymore, I will apply for whatever’s in the paper on Saturday’, 

see, and it was the Police Commissioner in New South Wales.  So I applied to be the 

Police Commissioner in New South Wales and I end up on the front page of The 

Sydney Morning Herald with a policeman’s hat on my head as the people were 

leaking who all the candidates were.   

And I don’t know why I did it, but I just thought, ‘Well, why not?’  I was running a 

paramilitary organisation, I knew about them, I said.  Anyway, I was a serious 

candidate, you know, they had to interview me.  But, unbeknownst to me, they 

wanted Peter Ryan, they’d picked him.  So the headhunting firm – I was in Darwin; 

somewhere in the middle of all this I’d won the Businesswoman of the Year, right? – 

so I was in Darwin eating a mango on a balcony overlooking Darwin Harbour and the 

phone rang, and it was this man, this headhunter.  He said, ‘Look, Sue, we really need 
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you to withdraw from the Police Commissioner job because it’s all getting a bit hard, 

but we’ve got something else for you.  How would you like to put the DSS
6
 and the 

CES
7
 together?’  I didn’t totally know what he was talking about.  (laughter)  So I sat 

there with my mango – 

So DES, Department of Employment and  - yeah, whatever, and CES. 

– yes, the CES and DSS:  Department of Social Security – 

Oh, right, yes, yes. 

– and the Commonwealth Employment Service.  And I said, ‘Oh, all right’.  ‘Okay’, 

he said.  So the headhunter withdrew my application from the Police Commissioner 

and put it in – the job was never advertised – put my name in for this other 

amalgamation job.  I read a little bit about it, went to Canberra for interview, got the 

job.  And then I thought, ‘My god!  What have I said yes to?’  So that’s why I left. 

Oh, okay.  Well, good.  Actually, because I was going to say – we’ve got about 

10 minutes here – what I want to do – and, as I say, I feel terrible about this, to 

leap over Centrelink –  

Yes. 

– but I really would prefer to do it justice in a later interview.   

Yes. 

So I will shift you forward eight years, fast-forward you like I can on the recorder 

– and ask you then why you returned. 

Why did I return?  Centrelink did very well with a board.  I learnt an important thing:  

boards protect you from a lot of the machinations.  And it was very interesting when I 

came back the Housing Trust Board, the IDSC
8
 Board, lots of other people had 

protected areas.  DCW – in the old days, and its bit that went into health – was not 

protected by a board like the others and so they had moved in on it, right?  The 

boards perform a very useful function.  The Centrelink Board had been a lot of 

                                       
6 DSS – Department of Social Security. 

7 CES – Commonwealth Employment Service. 

8 IDSC – Intellectual Disability Services Council. 
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private sector people.  There were heaps of problems about it, but it was a safety, it 

was a protection, while we did a lot of very revolutionary things.  The Government 

decided to have a review – god knows why; secretaries had tried to get me endless 

times to close down Centrelink, they just didn’t want it to happen – so one of them 

had a really clever idea and that was to look at governance.  So they hired John Uhrig 

to do a governance report, and John Uhrig said, basically, big institutions of 

government shouldn’t be run by boards.  You either let them go free or you bring 

them back into departments’ hands.  Now, for a long time I’d been saying to the 

Government, ‘There’s no-one in Cabinet that represents Centrelink interests.  The 

only people in government – Cabinet ministers represent the people who do business 

with Centrelink, not Centrelink; we don’t have a spokesperson’.  So they made a little 

Minister for Centrelink, but he wasn’t in Cabinet.   

Anyway, after the Uhrig Review [Review of the Corporate Governance of Statutory 

Authorities and Office Holders released in 2004] they said, ‘Well, we’re going to 

have this little châpeau, a little Department of Human Services is going to sit over 

Centrelink, the Health Insurance Commission, [the Child Support Agency and CRS]’, 

and I heard about it on the grapevine and I thought, ‘Mm.  I’ve been here eight years’.  

Katy wanted me back here, she was about to have her second baby.  The pull was 

strong but I didn’t have a big enough push – you know, I loved Centrelink – but the 

pull was strong.  When I heard about this, and then when I heard who was going to be 

the head of the Department.  

Which department, sorry? 

– the little new one called the Department of Human Services was created –  

Yes. 

– and I just didn’t like the way the handover happened so I said to Peter Shergold,  

who was the head of Prime Minister’s Department – he knew I wouldn’t like it – he 

said, ‘What do you want?’  I said, ‘I want out.  I want you to find me another job’.  

He came back and he said, ‘Oh, we might have something for you’.  I said, ‘No, 

actually don’t worry, please don’t.  ‘Oh, no’, he said, ‘you can be the Public Service 

Commissioner’.  I said, ‘Oh, no.  I’ve been there’.  (laughs)  ‘Oh, no’, he said, 

‘you’ve always been a fan of proper training and education and we need – – –.’  ‘No’,  
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And so I sent out a feeler back here.  Now, Jay [Weatherill] had just taken over [as 

Minister of Families and Communities, and Housing] and he got the message that I 

was interested.  But I resigned without a job back here, because I didn’t want to have 

anything to do with this new organisation and it was partly a protest but it was very 

nice, very polite, all the [Commonwealth] ministers took me out to lunch, you know, 

there was no negativity; but everyone totally understood that I, who had been the boss 

of a big thing, was no longer going to be the 2IC there [at centrelink] under some 

other person who was  – and I thought, ‘We’ll clash, and I don’t want to fight.  This 

Centrelink deserves to be protected’ – I cared more about Centrelink than me; if it 

had to be protected it had to find someone who could work in this new system, 

because I would fight it and that wouldn’t be right.  I gave it $2 million, gave it all 

sorts of other things to make it happen and I behaved extremely properly, and just 

resigned. 

Came back here; subsequently, the feelers that I’d put out came to fruition, but 

there was never any guarantee that was going to happen.  I had been offered work in 

South Africa, I was very happy to go and do three months here in South Africa.  I was 

on the Advisory Board to the Social Security system, the new reforms they were 

doing based on Centrelink and they wanted me to go and help them; I was happy to 

do that, I could still come home to Adelaide and be here a lot, but I could work there.  

So I was pretty laid-back about where I was going to get my money from. 

So you actually left Centrelink before you – – –? 

Before I’d got this job here. 

Yes, because I saw a quotation from the then Minister Hockey, Joe Hockey, 

praising you –  

Yes. 

– and saying that you were returning to South Australia to your family and 

grandchildren, and I thought, ‘That’s not right; you came back to come to – – –.’ 

No, I didn’t. 

No.  Well, that’s interesting, yes.  But it wasn’t for that long a period, I don’t think. 

No, it was only a week or two – two or three weeks.  It had to go through Cabinet and 

I couldn’t, I wasn’t the person who was going to announce it. 
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But this was also because of course Labor was back in by this stage here –  

Yes. 

– and not because, but because – and that it was intending to disaggregate – 

Yes. 

– yes, and that was Health. 

Health. 

The only reason that you would have come back to it. 

I wouldn’t have come back to Health, anything with Health in it.  But I was very 

interested in – I’d heard a lot about Jay Weatherill, I’d heard he was a really good 

man. [Chief Executive of SA Water]  

So Jay Weatherill was Minister, so Steph Key would have been the first 

Minister, I think.  But then I think by the time you were – – –. 

She was kind of Social Justice or something. 

Well, she was in 2002, but I think by 2004 – – –. 

By the time I got there she had something else.  She was the Minister for Women and 

she had something else.  She was never my minister for this.  Jay recruited me.  But I 

reported to her for Office of Women. 

So, Sue, can you stop for a minute, then, and so you started late 2004, I think, is 

that right? 

Yes. 

Or you came over in late 2004, officially started 2005. 

Yes. [I came in 2004] No, he wanted me to start in December, so I think I had two 

days off between jobs.  No, I did start in December. 

Can you tell me, then, now, what was different between coming across to South 

Australia in 1985 to do that job and coming across almost exactly 20 years later, 

can you really pick out some big differences? 

Well, South Australia was very well-known to me.  But I’d also been current in South 

Australia because Centrelink had a very big presence – there are 2,000 staff in South 

Australia.  I had been coming over to Adelaide a lot for Centrelink purposes and so I 
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was seeing my family from time to time.  So I knew a lot more about the other 

institutions, including Centrelink, that were part of the infrastructure around the 

agency.  I knew that the Health/Welfare amalgamation had been a disaster.  I’d gone 

past that, I told you so, in my head.  Just everyone knows – well, they seem to have 

made it work in Victoria, but I think they’re being a bit more sensible about it there.  

I just knew how the South Australian medical system works:  the doctors dominate 

and control, and if there’s money to be had they get it before anybody else does.   

But the thing that appealed to me, and what was different, was that it had disability, 

housing – I was coming back to this bigger department.  I would never have come 

back to the department if it had just been the one I’d left.  Or even looked like the one 

I’d left.    And the notion of looking to the connections between all those ..... and 

eventually we got home care, because I wanted home care to come over as well – that 

was later; that wasn’t there in the beginning.  So I came back to seven different 

agencies.  I came back to Jay’s vision, really.  He didn’t want all these different 

agencies, they were all uncontrollable, they didn’t know that they were responsible to 

the Treasurer; they didn’t even know they were government agencies, you know, they 

pretended they weren’t.  They were wholly government agencies.  (laughter)  And Jay 

wanted them to understand that he was the Minister. That suited my fundamental 

philosophy of the minister is in charge, you know?  He was in charge. 

Stop there.  Only because I’m down to the last 16 seconds.   

That’s all right. 

END OF DISK 2 

This is Susan Marsden interviewing Sue Vardon, 24
th

 March 2010.  This is tape 

three, and I just had a thought, just before – oh, I know:  I was looking closely at 

your CV – thank you for it – and one of the things I noticed, you did have some 

prior, indirect connection, I suppose, with the business of the South Australian 

Housing Trust, which was the Urban Land Trust back in the ’90s. 

I did. 

Yes, you were.  I hadn’t realised that you were a member of that board.  So can 

you talk a little bit about that? 

With Ian Cox. 

Yes. 



45 

 

I actually quite enjoyed that.  Because I had been a community social worker in 

Sydney and had worked in the western suburbs and knew intimately, having traipsed 

the streets, of the problems of new suburbs, when I went to, in New South Wales, the 

Department of YACS, I think, or whatever it was called – they all changed names; I 

think it might have been Youth and Community Services when I first went there – no, 

when I got into the Community Liaison Bureau they were talking about Airds and 

Minto and a whole lot of those new suburbs and I thought, ‘I know what they’re 

going to be like:  they’re going to be disastrous.  So if they’re going to be full of 

public housing that’s even going to be worse’.  So we put in, as I said, the social 

workers to meet and greet people and so on.  So I was very interested in the shape of 

new suburbs.  I didn’t particularly have any expertise, and like I wasn’t a town 

planner – although I did enrol in a town planning course but it was too many miles to 

drive so I stopped – so when the Urban Land Trust came, and I think Greg Crafter 

might have put me on that, I think he wanted – I’m sure he put me on it.  I think Greg 

also had the same philosophy that suburbs had to be of human scale.  Anyway, 

however it was, I’d got on it with all the developers.  And Ian Cox had been very 

influential on it; in fact, he was outstanding.  He’d worked with Golden Grove and 

he’d made them put in mixed housing in with the private housing, and I continued, I 

was the one who argued to have the Housing Trust have carports, because the private 

houses were having carports and I said, ‘Any minute now you’ll be able to go down 

the street and say, “That’s a Housing Trust one, that’s a private one”, because they 

haven’t got a carport’.  So I tried to think the Ian Cox philosophy about integrating, 

don’t let the housing tenants be too different.   

I think the only thing I can say I did absolutely by myself was to save the Elephant 

Barn.  I got the Land Trust to give up an acre of land to – was it the Salisbury 

Council, I think? – to save the old Elephant Barn, (laughs) which is a funny old 

building which they’ve had to reinforce, because in that part of the world it was one 

of the few original buildings. 

In Elizabeth, this was. 

This is Elizabeth.  And it’s still there today with a fence around it, and I thought, 

‘One day someone will realise this is a bit of history’.  (laughs) 

Have to have a look at it! 
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But, you know, there’s amazing stories about this building.  They were going to level 

it to the ground.  I said, ‘No, no, no, you can’t’.  This is this area with nothing, you 

know.  I think they had the old Smithfield Smith residence or the farmhouse, or there 

was a bit of an outhouse there or something.  Anyway.   

But I stayed on there for some time with this kind of ‘Make sure that there’s 

services and there’s not too much differentiation’.  So I wasn’t unfamiliar with 

housing when I came here.    

No.  I thought that was interesting, actually.  And in fact in that period of time or a 

bit after that the Housing Trust, of course, as you know, became very involved in 

the big urban renewals of, in its own right, Mitchell Park and The Parks and so on.  

Did you have any – – –?  No. 

No.  The Parks were outside my ken.  But I had seen the rejuvenation of them.  When 

I came back I drove around and had a look. 

Yes.  Well, they certainly would have been familiar to you from DCW days. 

Yes, they certainly were.  But I think I went out and met Sue Crafter in my early days 

back here at one of the big developments and I saw all the big plans, and I was kind 

of relieved about what was happening about all of that. 

Well, coming in, then, I’m particularly interested in ..... in the last few years, so 

perhaps we should work back from that to the time of your retirement, because 

I’m interested particularly in the last five or six years of changes, particularly in 

2006, when it in effect ceased to become a Housing Trust, and what was your part 

in all that? 

Well, the Housing Trust still lives, I don’t think it’s disappeared.  I [SV means Jay 

Weatherill]– going back to my fundamental philosophy of life:  he’s the minister, – 

Greg [Jay] came in with a very clear view about what he wanted done in housing.  He 

didn’t believe that the bureaucracy was listening to him.  There were a number of 

problems with the housing.  One of the most significant ones:  the Housing Trust was 

[going] bankrupt, and nobody had been able to work out a funding model to save it.  

The Housing Trust was also a sacred icon in this State and it was like the icon was 

continuing without any real understanding that there was an iceberg coming up to 

crash into it – if you can crash an icon into an iceberg!  (laughs)  And the Housing 

Trust was also overly-administered, in Greg’s [Jay’s]view and certainly in my view.  

There were very many staff. 
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In Jay’s view? 

Yes, Jay’s and mine.  Compared with say Families SA, which wasn’t ‘Families SA’ 

then, and almost anything else, the overheads were enormous.  And at the same time 

the housing stock wasn’t [being generated like it used to be]. 

The housing debt was compounded because the debt that could have been paid off 

had not been paid off, and so it was carrying an artificial debt.  But we couldn’t 

breach that, that was not able to be solved even though we whispered in places that 

we could do something about that; but no, no, no, it couldn’t be done, the budget was 

balanced. 

And the other thing about the Housing Trust, like all those other agencies – and 

you have to understand that, when I saw it, it wasn’t the Housing Trust alone; it was 

Disability SA, Dom [Domicilliary]Care and all those others – there were a whole 

bunch of institutions who thought they were outside government, when they weren’t.  

And the Minister, if he liked, could give them a bit of a direction and they might 

think about whether they’d like it or not.  (laughs)  And yet the Minister was wholly-

accountable within Government for their funding and all sorts of other things, but it 

was almost like their was moneys that was theirs. 

On the other hand, as you said earlier on, having a board was also a good thing in 

that it’s a buffer, if you like, [as] you described it. 

Yes. 

So how do you reconcile those? 

But it had been a buffer from accountability.  And it wasn’t a board that had really 

scrutinised the overhangs and the over-servicing.  And the thing that was very 

obvious to Jay and I is ‘Who was the customer?’  Now, [to the Housing Trust] the 

customer was the tenant; the customer was not the unhoused person.  And we wanted 

to shift the notion of the ‘customer’.  You know, like to get a tenancy in the Housing 

Trust was to win the lottery.  There were people who would wait 25 years on the list 

to one day get it.  Now, we knew that in those 25 years they could have got a low-

interest loan, they could have gone to HomeStart, they could done a lot of other 

things and they could have owned their own home by then.  And he could also see 

that the Housing Trust couldn’t keep building houses because the finances weren’t 

there, so he wanted to see the Housing Trust as a part of a much bigger system which 
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included getting the private sector to get 15 per cent affordable housing, or 10 and 5 

per cent.   

And at the same time we also were reforming Disability, which said – there were 

4,000 people with a disability who were not covered at all by disability service 

because they had been structured out of, ‘Sorry, your IQ is just a little bit too high’, 

or, ‘No, we are only in the intellectually [handicapped area]’ or ‘No, no, we are the 

physically’ – – –.  You know, they had all created this so that people with what I call 

the ‘self-imposed’ illnesses – the ex-alcoholics and the people who had serious 

mental illness and so on – were not picked up; but these were people who were also 

homeless as well.  And so we were looking to provide better housing for them.  There 

were other demands on the housing stock, including Families SA needed houses for 

kids, and the Housing Trust rules didn’t kind of really cover a lot of these other 

unhoused people.   

And it really was the shift of who was the customer that caused the shift to thinking 

about housing.  And it was not that people didn’t love the Housing Trust; it was that 

people said, ‘This housing stock is fantastic but it’s mismatched’.  They were all 

three-bedroom houses.  Half the people on the waiting list are single, there are people 

on the waiting list who could get alternative – loans, or alternative housing, or should 

be told, ‘I’m sorry, you’re never going to get a Housing Trust house; could  

you – – –?’ 

Although by that stage I think the Liberal Government brought in a much more 

stringent application process and sorting process, which had far more 

emphatically shifted who was housed to people who were the most in need.   

Yes. 

So it had become now, in effect, which was a welfare housing provider. 

Yes.  But there were still other people who were not in that.  The Level 1 

classification was now being subdivided, so if you were 2 or 3, you know, every now 

and then they had to pick in a 2 or a 3 just to – or whatever their labels were – to 

make sure that people knew – – –.  But they just popped in, really, they were random.  

And we said, ‘It’s just ridiculous to even have them on the list’.  You have to look at 

the private sector putting affordable housing in and getting these people to get into 

other sorts of housing, and we have to get other players in the housing game because 

the Housing Trust is really now stuck with this and we don’t want big suburbs full of 
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[the same highly dependent] these people – including ex-prisoners, you know.  Ex-

prisoners got a priority which I wouldn’t have given them quite so much over – you 

know, prisoners often got housing priority over mums with lots of children.  I had a 

little difficulty with some of that – although half of me also wanted to understand that 

almost every prisoner has a chance, but not all of them.   

So there’s no doubt the Housing Trust was now being focused on high needs.  But 

there were other high-needs people who weren’t anywhere near this list, and there 

were other high-needs people who were not being properly looked after by the rest of 

the system.  So Jay said, ‘We just have to think of different ways of getting more 

housing stock’.  The housing stock had houses that were full of asbestos or 

maintenance – I think something like, I can’t remember [so] don’t quote me, but it 

was like $400 million worth of outstanding maintenance on the housing stock, for 

which there was no money.  And so Jay said, ‘I want all the bits of housing to be in 

my purview so that I can work out what’s what.  And, what’s more, I want them to do 

what the Minister wants and to face the fact that they are bankrupt and we’re going to 

have to do something about it, and if that includes selling stock we’ll have to do it’.  

He didn’t want to do it.  Jay is not the kind of person – he’s left-wing, you know, he 

doesn’t sell housing stock easily.  But the Treasury wasn’t going to look at any 

proposition until we fixed up this other debt.   

And so we had to send in – we looked for somebody who could do it.  He was 

looking for people with private-sector housing kind of capacity to get out there who 

could mix it with the developers and the others to work out how to get these 

affordable housing plans going.  He was looking for people who could think of new 

and creative ways to get housing, like Common Ground or different housing forms, 

Foyer, whatever it was, wherever there was a different way of doing housing.  We 

had to be able to find different ways.  Different ways of lending, different 

combinations – you know, if we had to buy people to get out of big houses to make 

little houses, go to little houses.  If we had to get the private sector to build single-

person units when they didn’t want to – – –.  I mean nobody builds single-person 

units here.  On this list are all these single people.  He looked at the big picture and 

saw this mismatch, and he said he wanted a whole image, a whole plan.  And that’s 

why he wanted his housing plan. 
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And we took a long time to get the housing plan to his satisfaction, and that 

represented the Government’s view on housing.  And not all the members of the 

Government supported the 15 per cent; in fact, some of them close to the developers 

said, ‘Oh, that’s Jay’, which we were very cross about, because we said once it was 

done they should all back in behind it. 

So when you say ’15 per cent’, so 15 per cent of housing stock – – –? 

There’s 10 per cent and 5 per cent – 5 per cent high-needs housing and 10 per cent 

affordable housing. 

I see. 

For every development. 

In every new development, yes. 

Yes.  He started off by decreeing it and then it became legislation.  But it isn’t being 

monitored very tightly.  Jay’s not there,[no longer Minister] you know, the believers 

aren’t there.  These things need to be driven, continued to be driven.  But I think the 

big footprint was put down by Jay.   

So during 2006, this is when this was being put into place – well, it started when 

you started, really, 2004 – 

Yes. 

– but 2006 was the big, formal change [to the Housing Trust, when Housing SA 

was formed]:  can you describe some of those changes to me? 

Probably the technical details of them you need to get from Peter Smith, because 

Peter and Jay ran this together and they did the legislation. 

And who, sorry? 

Peter Smith and Jay Weatherill.  They’re the ones who got into the legislation.  Peter 

was the one who had the carriage of all of that, so definitely you’ve got to talk to 

Peter because he can get specific about that.   

Because we were disbanding IDSC, Julia Farr, blah-blah-blah, we thought, ‘We’ll 

disband the Housing Trust.  We’ll make Housing SA, Disability SA – and, by the 

way, Families SA, we might as well make it consistent while we’re here – 

Domiciliary Care SA’ – I wanted to call it ‘Home Care SA’ but lobbyists didn’t let 
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that happen; it’s just that ‘Domiciliary Care’ is a bit old-fashioned.  It doesn’t matter.  

So Jay wanted this consistent pattern of government agencies across the board.  So it 

wasn’t that anyone was particularly after the Housing Trust, it was that there was a 

pattern of things happening, and the Housing Trust was going to get into the pattern. 

Now, because it was an icon – as was Julia Farr, as was IDSC – there were people 

who didn’t want to see it go, of course.  But people didn’t want to see anything go, so 

they didn’t stand alone.  We were saying, ‘Institutions will move, institutions will 

change, we are going forward to make the Minister’s plan come to fruition’.  Of 

course, there were people – the lobby, believe it or not, for the Housing Trust was 

stronger than the lobby for disability, and the lobby for disability was very strong.  

So, in a sense, we all had to hold our line and kept talking about it everywhere.  Peter 

Smith made thousands of speeches talking about it all.  But we were always very 

clear this was going to happen. 

So at this point you had Helen Fulcher, who became ..... .....[General Manager of 

Housing SA] – 

Yes. 

– but Malcolm Downie [General Manager, SA Housing Trust]was there just before 

her.  He would have worked with you, wouldn’t he? 

Yes.  Malcolm refused to believe that we would do what we were doing.  He’s a 

lovely man, Malcolm, but he just never believed it would happen.  So he went into 

total denial.  Jay tried every which way to get him in the team.  And when it was all 

over, Malcolm couldn’t believe it.  He said, ‘I can’t believe that that happened.  You 

could just never do that, it was never going to happen’.   

Which was what, though? 

That the Government would bring the Housing Trust in closer. 

So when you say the Housing Trust is still going and hasn’t disappeared, how 

would you explain that? 

Well, Jay wanted to have an affordable Housing Trust.  He wanted to engage the 

private sector by saying, ‘This is about getting more stock, more varieties of stock, 

different shapes.  Get involved with the transport-oriented developments, the high-

rise, the middle-rise, any-rise,  whatever it was, public housing, affordable housing, 

had to be part of every which way you breathe.  He didn’t want exclusive suburbs, in 
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a sense; we worked very hard to get Playford off the ground –But people wanted the 

Housing Trust, but we weren’t quite sure what it was going to do because the actual 

running of the property, the property management, could be done by Housing SA.  So 

we had this idea ..... ..... but we didn’t know what this other lot would do.  You know, 

we knew that we couldn’t leave the debt with them, we had to fix the debt. 

So why couldn’t you have just called – rather than call it ‘Affordable Housing 

Trust’, why not just have called it ‘Housing Trust’?  Why did the name go, I 

suppose? 

I think they were trying to make a statement that it wasn’t about managing the stock 

of the Housing Trust.  It was something different.  It was the shift from the lucky 

tenants to the unhoused.  And if you understand that that’s the basis of all of the 

reform then it makes it easier to understand the reform. 

You’re saying that it was the unhoused who should have been the tenants? 

No, should have been the customer. 

Should have been the customer. 

The focus. 

Well, it should have been tenants, too. 

The focus of the housing system. 

Yes, was on the tenants. 

Yes – which is not totally wrong. 

No. 

But once you’ve got [to be]a tenant you’ve won the lottery, you know.  Yes, you’ve 

got to make sure the maintenance is done, but – – –.  

So you’re saying that basically the very fundamental part of all of this was to 

actually say ‘The unhoused are the customers’. 

Yes. 

Right, I see.  And how do you find ways – – –. 

And the housing system and the major agency of the housing system, which 

happened to be the Housing Trust, had captured the lucky lot, okay? [And the Trust 

was operating as a tenancy manager] 
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Although they would argue, I suppose, over this 20 years past that they’d shifted 

from housing a wide range of people to only being allowed to house very poor and 

people with great difficulty. 

Yes.  But the other view was that there were still all these other people on the waiting 

list who needn’t get into public housing but for whom there could be different kinds 

of housing, and that public housing money could do joint ventures.  You know, we 

couldn’t buy every new house, but we could help.  We could put money in, they 

could put money in and you could make the dollar deliver more properties. 

But what survives of the South Australian Housing Trust itself, then, do you think, 

other than the housing stock? 

Well, the Trust doesn’t manage the stock; Housing SA manages the stock.  You’ll 

have to talk to Peter about what he thinks, because I don’t think the affordable 

housing dream – I don’t know what the Housing Trust does now.  I don’t know what 

the Housing Trust does, because the lobby kept it going but there wasn’t a lot to keep 

going.  Everything was the Affordable Housing Trust. 

Yes, that’s right.  So all I was saying was ‘Why not call the Affordable Housing 

Trust the “South Australian Housing Trust” and just shift the – – –?’ 

Because the Housing Trust was an implanted image. 

I see, it was too hard to shift.  I mean you also get – and this is apparent to me in 

the DFC
9
 as well, which is that you’ve also got a lot of the same people who’ve been 

there for a very long time.  You must have seen a lot of familiar faces when you 

came back. 

I did. 

And similarly in the Housing Trust.  I mean that’s a good thing in some ways, in 

the sense that they’re seeing things through, but that must have been cause for 

some concern, too. 

Well, I think there were a lot of people who took a long time to realise that actually I 

was in charge of the department – well, not me, but Jay was.  (laughter)  Because 

everywhere we went the only people that knew I was the boss was the Families SA 

mob, because I was familiar to them, Oh, something’s going to be done to them again 

                                       
9 DFC – Department of Families and Communities. 
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– ‘Oh, thank god it’s Sue’, you know – in a sense, in a funny kind of a way, because 

at least they knew the colour of me and what I stood for.   

But there were people everywhere who’d been there for a long time in every single 

part of everything, and they had strong vested interests in keeping the status quo.  

They had built the status quo.  But we also brought in some new people – I mean 

Peter had a terrible time, they said terrible things about him, but he implemented 

faithfully what Jay wanted. 

So I’m interested to see – I mean the last period of the – I keep bringing you back 

to Housing SA or Housing Trust and the changes were made in 2006 and you were 

still there for another couple of years after that –  

Yes. 

– so how were those changes actually implemented and were they successful? 

The business of getting more housing happened in a big way.  There were lots of 

conversations.  Phil Fagan-Schmidt and his gang were given the job of creating new 

ways of finding new housing stock.  I don’t know how many – they used to count in 

hundreds how many extra housing stock they’d created, but someone else other than 

me can give you the answer to that.  And he became head of housing all over when 

Jennifer [Rankine, the current DFC and Housing Minister] came in, and it all got a 

little bit confusing after that.   

There was concern that the Housing Trust hadn’t met, even the Affordable 

Housing Trust hadn’t met.   

Oh – now, you mean, just with this – in the lead-up to this? 

Yes.  So that big policy platform is still there. 

Of the Liberal Party? 

No, no, of the Labor Party, that there should be affordable housing, and the 

legislation is in there and so on. And there are some important projects like Common 

Ground and others and they’re slowly sort of rolling out, and things are being done 

differently.  But I do happen to know that a lot of proposals have been put forward 

and haven’t progressed.  But that’s about ministers, it’s not necessarily about 

departments.  But whatever happens the Housing Trust housing, whatever, is now 

being held to account to pay its debt, which is to stop; it’s getting out of bankruptcy.  
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And that’s one big thing that’s off the worry list – we did work out a way of making 

it happen, we did get them to agree to a formula which was acceptable. 

There was some overlap, too, when you came in there must have been quite a lot of 

overlap between what the Housing Trust was doing and what Family and 

Community Services were doing.  You had sort of assisted emergency 

accommodation and so on. 

Yes.  But it escalated under Jay.  Jay kept hearing about all these kids in motels and 

he kept saying, ‘But I’ve got this housing stock here.  Put the kids in the houses’.  So 

he generated a bigger push on that. 

Did you try, as head of DFC, to bring the constituent parts together?  As you said 

in the last tape, one of the things that interested you about the job this time was in 

fact that you had a much bigger portfolio. 

Yes.  In fact, did.  One of the things that I’m known for in Centrelink is the creation 

of the Guiding Coalition.  Over here we called it ‘The Big Group’, and once every six 

weeks housing, disability, domiciliary care, families and their administrators all got 

together and we made collective decisions for the department.  We had to introduce 

people to each other who had been there – – –.  And so, when the techos in Housing 

Trust who had actually always been there – Housing Trust had lots of very creative 

people and very good women managers, it had many, many wonderful things going 

for it and I tried to capture those good things including its creativity in mapping, GPS 

locationing, a lot of other things – – –. 

What, in other departmental work? 

Yes, and to transfer it.  And we took their mapping and we transferred that as a tool 

for the whole of the department, and we added to their maps all the services that there 

were available and we built it for the whole department, not just for housing.   

When the Housing Trust embedded a hand-held piece of equipment that they had 

found because of something else that happened in the department, that could go onto 

the APY
10

 Lands and you could instantly log into the computer the house that’s in 

front of you, so we could in a minute get all the housing on the Lands, that 

application was shown to the whole of the department and the whole of the 

                                       
10 Anangu-Pitjantjatjara-Yankunytjatjara. 
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department said, ‘Yes, we can use that here, we can use that there’, and so on.  So we 

tried to get the creativity across the lot.   

And the housing people and the disability people started to swap people, so if the 

housing had a peak in a certain period of time there were people in disability who 

were trained to manage housing.  We also – the other day the Mount Gambier  – 

united building is off the ground where if you need housing or welfare or disability or 

dom care you go to this one-stop shop.  And it seemed to me there was a very big 

overlap in the customers and it would be very much more convenient if there was just 

one place, and so they were sort of cross-trained in each other’s business and they felt 

very happy.  They felt very happy about that because it gave them more opportunities 

for a career.   

And I can remember going to the Housing Trust and the manager – I said I’d like 

to meet everybody in this office, and he said, as he waved his hands over the room, 

‘There are the clerks; now I’d like you to meet the housing officers’.  I said, 

‘Pardon?’  (laughs)  So I went over and introduced myself to all the women.  But it 

was very old-fashioned.  For an organisation that had lots of very good women in it, it 

was very, very, very old-fashioned in lots of ways. 

This was the Housing Trust? 

Yes, the Housing Trust. 

Interesting.  There were obviously controversies, too. 

Sure. 

There was one I actually found that probably kind of relates to both, because it 

was 2008, the year you did retire – not long before, actually – and there was this 

long-running saga about that family of 12 and a family of seven out at Parafield, 

wasn’t it, Parafield Gardens? 

Yes. 

And I noticed that what came up in the search was that in fact, unusually 

probably, that Minister Jay Weatherill distanced himself from you – 

Yes. 

– over your controversial comments that the child welfare system should be 

celebrated. 

Yes.  (laughs) 
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Do you want to talk about that? 

Yes. 

Well, especially as they were actually in Housing Trust housing. 

Yes.  The newspapers were about to run a line that said ‘Social workers turn blind 

eye,’, and the “Minister was having to do all the talking because he had no trust in his 

department.”  Which was absolute rubbish.  We knew nothing about this family.  [the 

press officer ] said, ‘Sue, you’re going to have to come and talk with the Minister’.    

So I sat there for an hour and a half, spoke about the child protection system, how we 

didn’t know, how we had really good people had moved in, they were Aboriginal 

people who were seeing Aboriginal workers, you know. 

About this particular place?  

Yes.  And I said, ‘Look, instead of attacking the system you should be celebrating the 

fact that this is actually in South Australia you’ve actually got a system that can be 

responsive’.  ‘Celebrating’ was one of those words you say You know, ‘Stop 

attacking’.  I should have said ‘acknowledge’ or something.  Well, of course the 

newspapers took ..... and of course everyone went berserk because it looked like I 

was saying we should be celebrating the fact that children were being bashed up or 

something.  Really, it was a direct statement to the people ..... ..... .....  Anyway, they 

hounded Jay, hounded him and hounded him, and of course he and I said, ‘Well, that 

was a pretty good interview’.  We’d been solid,  we’d established that Families knew 

nothing about it but as soon as they did they’d moved in, the Housing Trust, everyone 

had worked together.  It was fantastic that in South Australia you could get this 

cooperation.  So they kept saying, ‘Do you think that she should have said 

“celebrate”?’  Well, you know, no, probably not.  She was defending her staff. 

Anyway, this went on.  In the end he said, ‘Oh, look, she shouldn’t have used the 

word “celebrate”.’  And he rang me and he said, ‘Sue, I’m going to have to say that’.  

I said, ‘That’s fine.  I didn’t know it was going to end up on the front page, either’.  

And so as soon as he said, ‘She shouldn’t have used the word “celebrate”,’ it became 

‘The Minister – – –.’ 

Yes. 
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So he and I are as solid as anything.  We went into the Estimates and I said, ‘Jay, 

we’re on Candid Camera’, and he said, ‘Oh, I should have kissed you’.  (laughter)    

So that was an absolute red herring. 

The problem that he and I had was that the Families was blowing out because of 

[all] the children [in cases throughout SA] – it’s much worse since we’ve left, let me 

tell you.  Treasury was beside itself.  But they called in a senior Treasury officer who 

confirmed that we were factually right and they [the media] didn’t take any notice of 

it.   

Because The Advertiser’s comment, you know, they were quoting – Mayor Joy 

Baluch, always leaps in –  

Yes, that’s right. 

– at Port Augusta about all the ignored cases in regional South Australia, and they 

were quoting staff, unnamed, about saying hundreds of cases in outer suburbs of 

Adelaide, et cetera. 

Yes.  It’s true, it’s true.  There’s no way there’s enough resources in that department.  

Not at all.  I mean health – this was always the dilemma:  because doctors and 

hospitals and health it’s a parallel problem.  But this is the hero system and this is the 

system you bash up.  And all over Australia – in fact, I’ve got a girlfriend who’s 

trying to write a paper on it at the moment – trying to work out why is that that, if 

you’re going to attack any, why is it that the group of people that look after the most 

vulnerable are the people who are the most attacked?  He said that the vulnerability 

stays in the system, because it’s happened everywhere. 

Families SA and Housing SA work really well together in that.  Fantastic. 

But also we had the Aboriginal Housing people on standby and the Lands Trust 

people and everybody – I mean we had everybody working together for that. 

So how did you – well, getting back to the housing system – by the time that you 

finished, how would you describe the housing system in South Australia? 

Well, it is never going to be perfect because there’s never going to be enough houses.  

To the extent that Jay could, I think he pushed a lot of buttons which opened up more 

opportunities for increasing the stock.  At the same time, he had to tackle the one 

thing that gave him the most grief, which was the debt that had accumulated over the 

years, which was the only way it could be paid off was to reduce the stock in that 
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place.  So he saw this as a compensation.  If he hadn’t done this other, the housing 

stock just would have reduced and the Housing Trust would have just one day said, 

‘We’re bankrupt’.  But he stopped that.  The cost was the independence of the 

Housing Trust; but he introduced a housing system and I think that the elements are in 

there and I’m hoping that whoever’s the next Minister can take that up and go 

through.  I think there’s been a hiatus.  But I think he left in place the skeleton or the 

bones. 

Do you think having housing within Families and Communities has worked well, 

or worked well under you, or were they still very separate?  You said they’d 

worked well on this Parafield Gardens situation. 

For a while they were together because we got them to know each other.  The minute 

I left they stopped the meetings with everybody getting together and they went back 

into their fiefdoms.  But I do know there’s strong relationships now between 

Disability and Housing, and Housing and – you know, all the elements there, there 

are people who made good relationships.  And the fact that they’re all co-locating in 

Mount Barker and Mount Gambier and it will happen in other places will make a 

difference because they’ll all get to know each other.  But I’m not in a position to 

really comment on how things have gone since Jay and I left, because not very many 

people think they’ve gone all that well. 

What about your dealings with the board itself, because you were dealing with the 

old Housing Trust Board and then the new Affordable Trust, but did you  

have – – –? 

I didn’t have a lot to do with them because Peter [Smith] was the person.  He did 

Disability and Housing; I did Dom Care, Ageing and Families. 

The whole lot. 

Well, there was a lot of stuff going on. 

Yes, there was.  Yes, because I was just sort of thinking about the people who were 

actually CEOs because Peter followed a CEO – Helen, I think, is that right? 

Peter was the deputy of the department.  We brought Helen [Fulcher] back.  Well, 

Helen wanted to come back to Australia.  She was substantively quite senior.   Yes, 

Peter is the one.  Even though they were all kind of bruised by him, he didn’t mean to 

bruise them, but he was focused on what Jay wanted and everybody was focused on 

undoing what Jay wanted, and so Peter faithfully implemented what Jay wanted. 
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I’m going to wear out your voice and I’m nearly finished. 

It’s okay. 

I wanted to ask you more about that, but I think that’s probably – if there’s 

anything else you want to talk about with the housing over that period – – –? 

The reason I brought all these things [papers] with me was because  these were (leafs 

through papers) achievements in housing plan priorities, the things that we reported.  

I don’t actually need this, but this might give you something to go and ask questions 

about.  (tears off sheets)  This was a report on achievements against goals for the – 

Oh, how wonderful. 

– Affordable Housing Trust. 

So what date is this? 

This is ’06/07.   

Thank you for this, I’ll look at the title:  ‘Performance review’, yes. 

Yes.  But Jay’s biggest driver when he came in – we used to say he had three goals:  

housing, housing,  and child protection.  Housing was everything to him.  He wanted 

affordable housing, he wanted communities that had good housing, he wanted people 

in bad housing to be properly sorted and he wanted the Housing Trust sorted.  He had 

all this agenda.  In fact, the housing plan is very, very important.  It’s not just a plan 

on a piece of paper; it was significant for him.  It’s almost his own words.   

Yes.  Although, interestingly, the process was started by Steph Key, the actual 

review, wasn’t it? 

Yes, that’s right. 

So he carried it on, put his own stamp on it too.   

Yes. 

But yes, I think that’s extremely important.  And in a way that was different to the 

rest of the kind of health/welfare area, really, wasn’t it?  There was much less 

concrete planning it seems to me, although there must have been things – – –. 

Was in Disability.  We did actually finally get it in Disability. 

Yes.  So were there a lot of things in general that you wanted to introduce to the 

portfolio as a whole? 
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I was absolutely geared to implementing Jay’s agenda.  And, as with Housing the 

customer was not the housed per se – that was important – but we shifted to the 

unhoused, so was in Disability it wasn’t the people in the services, it was the people 

who were not in the services.  With Families, it was, ‘What on earth can we do about 

building the nongovernment sector to support the families, because the workers have 

got no resources?’  And in Ageing it was, ‘We’re facing a big crisis in ageing; what 

can we do about it?’  And in Domiciliary Care we wanted to get a home support 

system that would support people with disabilities or people who were ageing.  So 

there were some very big agendas, enough to keep a person busy without going 

outside.   

But there was a certain modernising of the way the place operated.  I mean as soon 

as I left they put in a submission for a quality award and they got a big quality award 

for the whole way the place was being run, which [her successor] [Josline Mazel] But 

it was based on the fact that we had this big group and the fact that we had built in a 

very big college with certificates and training and so on, that we were doing a lot of 

rotation, that we cleaned up the system.  The housing systems were so antiquated, the 

IT system – you know, we had to clean up a few of those messes that were in there.  I 

couldn’t believe how old-fashioned their IT systems were in housing.  So there was a 

whole modernisation, without any money, of the whole way the department operated. 

Without the money. 

Yes.   

Because you were in the context, of course, post-State Bank [collapses] – which was 

some way back,– I’ve been struck by talking early in your career of all the money 

that was coming in from the Whitlam Government and what have you, and you’re 

really talking almost the reverse –  

Yes. 

– other than, of course, the most recent, after you left, of the Rudd money for 

maintenance [public housing] which has come flooding in. 

Yes.  The only time I ever had money was in Centrelink, money in a Commonwealth 

agency, which just flowed.  (laughter)  I couldn’t believe it.  We’ve always had to try 

and do a lot on a smell of an oily rag. 

Lots of them. 
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– that’s right, yes, and that’s a different context and it just seems to me that, in 

that period of time – and you exactly have coincided with this, – you returned here 

two years after Labor got back in, and they’ve just managed to hang in by the 

looks of things, for the election last Saturday – so we’re talking eight years, aren’t 

we?  No, six years, seven years probably you’ve been back, yes. 

But I had as big a reform under the Howard Government.  I mean history will be 

amazed by – I mean I’m not defender of John Howard’s years because there were 

some awful things happened, but personally he was always very good to me – but the 

welfare dollar went through the roof under him and he allowed us to create the most 

modern system for Centrelink in the world, which other countries flocked to copy.  I 

don’t take any credit for that; I had very clever people working with me, and lots and 

lots and lots of dollars to do it. 

Which helps, doesn’t it?  Thank you, Sue, I will finish there.  That’s a good point to 

stop, probably.  Thank you so much. 

Oh, no, it’s good.  I hope it wasn’t like too boring when it comes out.  (laughter) 

END OF INTERVIEW. 


