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CHRIS DE FRAGA: We’re talking with Garry Higgins and Thea Allan. 
  
The impact of the program on members ..., has there been a noticeable change 
within the club, do you think? 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: Definitely. I can give two examples. We didn’t know until the actual 
night of the induction and the acceptance speech. Two woman members came in, 
and one was a retired consul to China, and the other one is a local lawyer. We really 
didn’t know that the reason they joined Rotary was because of their personal 
involvement in family violence issues. It has had an impact on our club in terms of 
membership because our club is serving the community, it’s actually doing stuff. So 
it’s not just a knife and fork club where you rock up every Thursday night and have 
dinner. We’re actually doing something that’s making a real difference. 
 
CHRIS DE FRAGA: It does make a big difference. If you were to go and do it again, 
would you get involved in a different way? How would you go about it? Are there 
other things you could avoid and other things that you would emphasize that you 
haven’t done this time? 
 
THEA ALLAN: Not having ever done a project as big as this, I don’t think we know 
how we – it just happened. It was like topsy. We got people around us, and it just 
grew, didn’t it, Garry? 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: ...and it’s still growing... 
 
THEA ALLAN: It’s still growing. At one stage we were tottering along, and now we’re 
absolutely racing, and it’s almost out of our control, but not quite! 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: But we do say we need to put a fence around this and to control it, 
but when we do that, the off-spins – it’s because, I think, that it’s so new to 
everybody - that a community - THE community -  is standing up and saying and 
demanding what is required of the people who are supposed to be providing the 
services to our community. 
 
I think that’s what I see as the huge role that Rotary has. And even though it does a 
lot, a lot of really good work around the world, that’s one thing where I think Rotary 
still undersells itself -  in its ability to initiate social change. I think that our program 
really highlights how that can happen, just by not doing anything really special, but 
just being focused on wanting to do something, in our case at a local level. 
 
CHRIS DE FRAGA: I like the idea of the preventative measures that are being taken 
through the police and other areas that have been brought up by Rotary, and as a 
result of that, the extra knowledge has been drawn into the community here.  
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So there’s been a huge engagement with them, and given them a feeling of 
ownership of the whole thing. 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: I think service providers, and police to a certain extent, they 
become very focussed on their own particular area. But when you look at it, it’s 
really the average person who are the real experts. To have that input into service 
providers is something that they haven’t had before. They’ve had issues or 
challenges in dealing with that input, and similarly with us, we’ve had challenges on 
the pushback that we’ve had from a lot of service providers. And I think that’s just a 
natural reaction to change. We didn’t know that all this sort of stuff would happen... 
 
THEA ALLAN: We had no idea... 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: ... it was going to be a poster program. We were going to have 
half a dozen posters... 
 
THEA ALLAN: ...and some wallet cards. And in fact, in one of our very early meetings, 
one of the women who came to those meetings said, “I wish I had this information 
when I was 16. I would’ve made a lot of different decisions.” She said she just didn’t 
know the things that we had about healthy relationships and toxic relationships. She 
said, “I went down a toxic path every time,” because she didn’t know. So that was 
part of our cause, to have the conversation, to make people aware that family 
violence wasn’t undereducated, underpaid people: it was right through the whole 
sphere of our community. 
 
CHRIS DE FRAGA: What about the membership to the club? Do you think it’s actually 
drawn more people into the club because of the community engagement? 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: Without a doubt. I think since we started the program, we’ve had 
probably a 30% increase in membership, and I think more importantly, we’ve had 
some gender balance within our club, too. Which didn’t happen prior to this. I think 
that about 30% of our members are now women, and that’s changed – that’s just 
been over, I think, three years, since we started the program. So, again, it definitely 
has helped. Everybody wants to be part of something that’s doing something. I can 
go out for dinner in 20 other places in Maryborough every Thursday night. I’d rather 
go to Rotary and knock around with 40 or 50 old people - older people! 
 
THEA ALLAN: We now have some younger people, which is good. 
 
CHRIS DE FRAGA: That’s much better, actually. How many people live in the 
Maryborough area? 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: I think the catchment is around 14,000 to 16,000. 
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CHRIS DE FRAGA: It seems a very big place when you drive in. 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: Yeah. The actual city, the urban area, is around 8,000 people. 
 
CHRIS DE FRAGA: That’s a big town. 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: Yeah. So we’re doing pretty well. 
 
CHRIS DE FRAGA: Is there anything else? 
 
THEA ALLAN: One of the things you did ask earlier was how did we bring our club 
members along, and at one of our meetings, the women were asked, “Who 
believes they have true equality in their relationship?” And in the room full of 250 
people, no one put up a hand. 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: Not one woman. 
 
THEA ALLAN: Not one woman put up a hand. 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: So you can imagine the conversations in the car on the way home: 
“What do you mean we haven’t got true equality in our relationship?!”  
 
And out of 200-odd Rotarians and their partners, that was really the defining point. In 
this project, I think we’re ... the partners, the women partners of our Rotarians in 
particular, really drive it home to a lot of our members that this whole issue is about 
inequality in a relationship. To have people who have been married for 30 or 40 
years sitting there and saying, “What do you mean we haven’t got equality? – I 
thought we were fine!” 
 
And look, I know that even within my own personal relationship – we’ve been 
married for 40 years, too -  and I’m challenged every day. This project challenges my 
relationship with my wife every day. How do you change the world? One person at 
a time, and we are gradually doing that. 
 
CHRIS DE FRAGA: That’s excellent. 
 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: Let me tell you a story that is huge. One of our members, long-time 
members, of our Rotary Club, (who was a teacher of mine, actually, back in the old 
days) he came up and thanked me for getting this project and operating it. I was a 
bit chuffed about that remark, and I said, “What do you mean?” 
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He was telling a story of at shearing time, a couple of weeks before, the two shearers 
were down at the end of the shed, and they were having a bragging competition 
about their sexual exploits during the weekend. Our Rotarian member said to me: 
“Up until last year, it was just part and parcel of language at a shearing shed...” 
 
CHRIS DE FRAGA: ...gets conversation going... 
 
GARRY HIGGINS: ...yeah. And he said, “This time, because of our project that we’re 
doing, I took exception at that sort of language. I just said, ‘Hey fellas, I don’t think 
that’s really appropriate.’” 
 
So in terms of the project working, it is. And that’s an example of just what one 
person said. Because the whole project, one of the major keys in the project, it’s 
about language, and it’s about respect and how you relate to other people. And 
this is a prime example, a real example, of one of our members, who’s probably well 
into his 70s, saying, “well, no, this is not the way it’s going to be in the future.” 
 

End of Audio 

 

Note: Chris de Fraga is a professional journalist, a member of the Rotary Club of Balwyn, 
District 9800 and responsible for Communications and Newsletters for the Rotarian Action 
Group for Family Safety (in formation) see: www.ragfamsafe.org   
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