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PDG Dr Murray Verso:  Fellow Rotarians and guests, it's my pleasure to introduce 
Matthew to you tonight. Matthew was part of an exchange that Peter (DG Peter 
Frueh, Ed.), and I, and a few other people developed, between our district 9800 and 
district 6840 based in Louisiana in Mississippi. We were looking for people who had 
expertise and professional experience in the area of family violence, and so Matthew 
was our chosen candidate to go from district 9800 across to New Orleans and 
Louisiana. On the other side, many of you would have met Mary Claire Landry who 
runs the Family Justice Centre in New Orleans. She was out here for two weeks. I'm 
delighted to say that a number of people in the room tonight actually hosted her - 
both, home-hosting, and with her vocational visits as well. You might recall, Mary 
Claire spoke at the district conference this year.  

Now, how did all this arrive? Well the 2016-17 District Governor Elect, Peter Frueh, 
led a group study exchange team to Louisiana district 6840 about 15 months ago, now 
- in March/April last year. We decided that a good way to cement the relationship 
between our districts was to find a project of mutual interest to both groups. It wasn't 
long before John McCaskill, from the Rotary Club of Canterbury, suggested to us that 
maybe domestic violence was that issue, and it certainly proved to be the case. As you 
will appreciate, it's an issue of international importance.  

I have to say, we were absolutely thrilled when Matthew’s name was put forward to 
be our candidate. At the interview, he impressed the panel very much indeed. 
Matthew is the Superintendent of the Family Violence Unit of Victoria Police, which 
was established in March 2015. He heads several teams, and works with the Assistant 
Commissioner, Dean McWhirter, in leading that unit. I must say that when Mary 
Claire was here, she was incredibly impressed with the way Victoria Police had set 
that unit up, and the work that Matthew is doing.  

Matthew is a very experienced police officer. Prior to taking on this role he was in 
charge of Victoria Police's Emergency Response Unit. He also spent time, during the 
2009 bushfires, as the commanding officer involved with the rehabilitation of those 
areas involved in the fires. He also spent five years preparing the security 
arrangements for the Commonwealth Games in 2006, and oversaw the running of 
those security arrangements. He's had vast experience in policing, both in 
metropolitan Melbourne, and in rural Victoria, in various roles.  

Matthew took the opportunity, when he went to New Orleans, (which your club 
funded - I don't know if you are aware? - )  Peter and I were delighted when the Board 
of the Rotary Club of Balwyn agreed to fund Matthew's trip to district 6840 ). 
Matthew took the opportunity to extend that trip, and go to other jurisdictions in the 
United States to look at the area of family violence. So I think without further ado, 
Matthew, I should welcome you to the podium, and ask everyone to join me in doing 
so. 
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Matthew Ryan: Good evening. May I acknowledge all family violence victims in 
Victoria, and the suffering that they've endured, and particularly those who may be 
amongst us, this night? I'd also like to acknowledge all people who work 
professionally, and as volunteers, to make victims of family violence more safe, and 
to change the behaviour of perpetrators so that their crimes are not perpetually 
repeated. Once again, thank you to Murray for that nice introduction. It brings all 
sorts of things into play when you hear the people that are part of the wonderful 
Rotary clubs across Victoria, and to see Mr Downey talk about Police Legacy, and to 
hear Murray talk about my time during the Games.  

One of my key staff during the Games, she died the year after the Commonwealth 
Games. During those years of 2001 to 2006 we had functions where all of us would 
get together, and her child was up to my knee. One of the things you get to do, as a 
Divisional Commander at this level in the Police Force - is to host a Legacy dinner 
each year. I was a guest at one, just last week, where I had the pleasure of presenting 
the Legacy benefits to this little tacker when he turned 21. Legacy have been with him 
for the past 10 years, and it's terrific to see Rotary, Mr Downey particularly, 
supporting him.  

But I digress. 

 Mary Claire did come over here in February, and I had the pleasure of looking after 
her for a couple of days, to make sure she saw koalas, echidnas, roos, emus, and all 
sorts of other critters that many of the people she spoke to in the weeks afterwards 
had never seen themselves. That was a bit surprising. When I planned the trip to the 
United States, I walked around to the 50 or 60 staff that I had there, and asked them 
what else did they want me to see whilst I was there. Because I'd been given this 
terrific opportunity to be in New Orleans for the 12 days, as a guest of district 6840. It 
was not just New Orleans, it was also Gulfport, Mississippi. The Rotary clubs over 
there - I had the pleasure of speaking to five of them, within that district. Only two of 
those were actually in the city of New Orleans, the others were in surrounding 
counties, including one in Mississippi.  

When I got to New Orleans, I'd already been to Los Angeles, where I'd spent three 
days with the police who are responsible for the analysis of forensic medical 
examination kits, or what the United States call sexual assault kits. I've got teams that 
look after all sorts of aspects of family violence, but I've also got teams that are 
responsible for the state-wide policy and training of all police in relation to child 
abuse, and sexual assault. So, I seized that opportunity, whilst I was in Los Angeles, 
whilst also spending a day and a half with police who spent two years trialling, and 
introducing body-worn cameras - both the Los Angeles Police Department, and the 
Sheriff's Department. If you picture it, the Los Angeles Police have this area, and 
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everything surrounding them are the Sheriffs’, and all those Deputies, and the works 
that they've done.  

Whilst I was away, the State Government gave money to Victoria Police to do just 
that - implement those body-worn cameras - so, I've been distracted with that, quite a 
bit, since I got back. The other place I went to in the United States, solely for body-
worn cameras, was a place called Charlotte, in North Carolina. They had the 
Democratic Convention there, in the last Presidential election in 2008, and they got a 
heap of money to use them then, and they did it properly. I learned from them.  

In Chicago, I spent time with police who do nothing but investigate police who are 
perpetrators of family violence. There's a team of three of them, and that’s all they do. 
If there's one thing we do dreadfully, in Victoria Police, it's look after our 
policewomen - and they're nearly always women - who are the victims of family 
violence, where the perpetrator is one of our policemen. One thing I vowed to do, 
since I really got my head around this about a year ago, is to change it for the better. 
The things I learned in Chicago, after I've been doing this for six years, will help me 
change it for the better. 

In Seattle, I spent three days with police who do nothing but investigate elder abuse. 
They work with two district attorneys, solicitors, prosecutors in that county who, also, 
do nothing but investigate, and prosecute, elder abuse crimes. Which are mainly 
thefts, but they're thefts from people who aren't competent to give evidence in relation 
to the extent to which, if at all, they gave any permission, whatsoever, for the thief to 
steal their money. These are real lowlifes, and the scruples they show - just makes 
your head shake.  

I've been working with lots of different agencies in Victoria, since I got back, starting 
the groundwork for an emulation of what I saw in Seattle. And that, too, reflects one 
of the recommendations in the Victorian Family Violence Royal Commission, which 
is about the elder abuse. Another recommendation was about the body-worn cameras. 
What I'm getting at, with all this, is that thanks to you, I was able to seize 
opportunities, not just to be a family violence professional doing an exchange to 
district 6840, but also to seize other opportunities to help my colleagues across 
Victoria to provide better service to sexual assault victims, child abuse victims, 
elderly people who are victims, and family violence victims, in general. 

More specifically, about New Orleans - as I said, I spoke to five different Rotary 
clubs, and they were all very different. The demographics were different, but they all 
had one thing in common, and that's that they enjoyed good fellowship. It's terrific. 
The other thing they had in common with every Rotary club I've ever had the pleasure 
to be part of, in these sorts of environments, is the palpable way in which they cared 
for others, whether they knew them or not. It always hits me when I enter one of these 
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environments. And hearing, tonight, about the floods in western Victoria, and having 
friends that are suffering terribly at the moment, with 40/50-acre paddocks 
underwater, and losing lots of fences, it always hits me that you get that feeling. And 
that's certainly a feeling I got in every Rotary club I attended in New Orleans.  

I'll tell you a little bit about a particular club. There was the host - and they were all 
young people, they'd only been going for three years. And when I say young - I was 
old! I think the oldest member was about 35, and most of them were about 30. You 
felt like this old bloke tagging along to the young persons' party, and the next day, 
wishing you hadn't! And that was every night. They always were grabbing you to go 
somewhere. And - it's like anyone who is lucky enough to visit a place - you think 
you're a stranger, but when you're with people who know where they're going, and 
what they're doing, you're just enlightened on so many fronts.  

That was the night times, and the weekends. During the days, I was filled to the brim, 
on every one of them, either in a Rotary club, or in an agency that was solely devoted 
to looking after victims of sexual assault and family violence, or in an agency that 
wore a uniform not dissimilar to me. When you're in the United States, you're going 
from a place where we've got eight police forces across Australia, to a place where 
there's nearly 40,000 police forces. And when I walked from this table to that table, I 
got a jurisdiction to deal with. New Orleans was no different. I dealt with four 
different police forces, all of which you could catch a tram from one to another.  

When I was in Chicago they had 14,000 police, only 3,000 less police than we've got 
in Victoria. The area they covered, in which they had 3,682 shootings in the last 
calendar year, was 22 miles wide. That's from here to Werribee. That was their patch. 
So, in New Orleans I kept dealing with different police forces; some were sheriffs, 
and some were police, but they were all the same. And they all had the same things in 
common with me; that is an empathy for the victims, and a willingness to always try 
and continuously improve the way that we assist those victims.  

I spoke to a Rotary club called Slidell. They've got the longest bridge in the world in 
New Orleans, across one of the lakes - 26 miles long. You drive over that, and you get 
into this county - Washington county, it was called - and you get to Slidell - very 
fancy golf course, very fancy. I spoke there at a lunchtime function, with a fellow 
named Rene - he looked after me for about three or four days, as the driver. And 
afterwards, I jumped in the car with a fellow named Pastor Don Bryan, who was a 
past District Governor in district 6840, and he took me to his church, which was the 
first Pentecostal church in Slidell, and he introduced me to a fellow named Andrew 
who spent 10 years running a program to curb the aggression of men who had been in 
jail for violent offences. He told me that over those 10 years he'd looked at nearly 900 
people, and only one had ever gone back to jail.  
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He shared that with some of the people were looking into the domestic violence 
matters, particularly a lady named Kim who was a member of the Slidell Rotary, who 
runs a thing called 'Safe Futures', there, which is a not for profit agency that looks 
after women and gives them shelter when they're fleeing violent partners. Andrew 
listened to Kim, and he went off and he did the program for three months - the Duluth 
Program for Men's Behavioural Change, which has been running for about 20 years. 
Duluth - for any of those who are interested - if you Google it, it's got oodles of 
materials which show you, without a doubt, that the lack of respect for women, from 
men, and men's desire to exert power and control over women, that is the base cause 
of violence against women in most circumstances.  

Andrew went off and learned about that, and for the past 12 months he's been running 
men's behavioural change programs targeting domestic violence offenders, in Slidell. 
It was really interesting listening to him. He's an aeronautical engineer by day, at 
Gulfport, but on his nights, and during the weekends, he does that work. Pastor Don 
was also a specialist scientist in aeronautic fields, but he'd turned around and done his 
Masters in counselling, and opened his church for that purpose - to change the way 
that people think. The amazing thing about Pastor Don - at the end of talking about 
victims, talking about violence, talking about offenders, talking about how important 
it is for men to change their ways and become less violent, he pulled his jacket apart - 
like this - and he said, "Matt do you carry? This is my pistol". In his church! And he 
told me that I was mad not to be carrying.  

That was a big difference with many of the Americans I dealt with, particularly in the 
police circles. The firearms culture is just so different to ours. Often, I was asked how 
many police colleagues were killed last year, and these sorts of questions. They’d be 
saying a dozen, and we had one member of the police family in NSW killed last year, 
but that was it. It's not like 280 police who were killed in the United States last year. 
This gun thing was always the difference but, as I said at the very start, for every little 
difference, we had a hundred things that we had in common.  

I went to the district conference at Gulfport, and had the privilege of speaking to all 
those that were there about the things that I've done, and seen, whilst in their district, 
and the things that Mary Claire had been able to contribute while she was in 
Australia. And the things that Rotary were doing, particularly in this district, to try 
and bridge that gap and ensure that, into the future, victims won't be forgotten, and 
that perpetrators will be held to account.  

This picture - I've kept it up here the whole time, because I just want to keep that 
focus on why I went there. This was from 'Safe Futures', but if you went to all the 
other not for profit agencies, that I went to, that looked after women who were fleeing 
domestic violence, they had lots and lots of innovative pictures like this, most of 
which I took the photo of, myself.  
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When I went back and forth to my little house - they flood in New Orleans - there's an 
area about as big as this room, in the whole city, that doesn't flood, and that house is 
on the top of it! There's a fellow named Corey who works for the Family Justice 
Centre, where Mary Claire is the CEO, and his mate owns that place. There's two 
apartments at the same little cottage, and I was privileged enough to have one of them 
whilst I was there, for the first week. Matt, the fellow that owned it, said, "This'll 
never flood. It's the best place to stay", and it was. The Rotary people that came each 
day and looked after me were terrific, and if they didn't come and look after me, the 
Family Justice Centre people did.  

Robbie, who had nothing to do with Rotary, took me off to the Everglades - an entire 
day with the alligators. It was just a fascinating day. His wife was an expert on 
everything we saw. I live in the country, and snakes are every second day, over 
summer, but I saw five different snakes in one day, right up close and personal, that 
I've never seen before. It was terrific.  

(shows different slides of his trip – see video, Ed.) 

These sorts of pictures - what I did is I copied them from all over the United States, 
and places I visited, but particularly in Louisiana - I'm emulating them, and I'm 
putting them all up in places where I think that they're most appropriate. In 
workplaces, not just my own, but others across Melbourne. Once again, this is the sort 
of thing - they're quite innovative.  

When I wasn't attending Rotary clubs, and having the privilege of talking to them, and 
I wasn't with the agencies such as the Family Justice Centre, and Safe Futures, I was 
looking at body-worn cameras. And that's what they are. You'll see these around, in 
future. The police will have them over here, or down on their belts. They're just little 
things like that, but it's recording everything, all the time.  

You get looked after by people. They said, "Have you had this shrimp feast yet?" And 
I said, "No". These are all Rotary people. That's Jennifer, in the middle. She turned up 
with this big esky, and she cut up the plastic bag, and put the newspaper on it and 
dumped that on top - it's got corn, and these big cabana type things, and all the 
shellfish - and I said, "How are we going to eat all that? There's only four of us". The 
lady in the blue is another Rotary member from the club that was looking after me - 
Adele. I stayed in her home for the last three days. And she said, "We'll get through 
that". I just couldn't believe it. I ate a little bit, and I was really full, and then Jennifer 
pulled out another bag, exactly the same, and dumped it all on.  

Anyway, the two young kids were playing basketball next door - and one of the things 
I noticed everywhere I went in New Orleans, there's no fences between back yards. In 
fact, I saw it in numerous cities I went to in the United States - the back yards - there'd 
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just be no fences. So, they just all came over, and helped themselves, and had a good 
old time.  

I said about the demographics of the clubs that looked after me - they're all from that 
club, and you can see they're a young, vibrant club, and they were always full of 
ideas. The timing was such that I got to three of their meetings and, socially, I was 
with them quite a bit. You can see that I was even part of the crew by the end of it! 
That's Carl, who set that club up from scratch. Carl came over here, and he was 
looked after, and met by numerous different Rotary clubs across Victoria - but I think, 
particularly this district Murray? It was he who arranged everything.  

What I'd like to do now, is just let you know that I lead a team of 60 people. There are 
seven different teams. One of them is a taskforce of detectives targeting really nasty 
people. Other people do policy work around family lives. Others are looking after 
sexual assault. Others are looking after police who are working on family violence 
matters across the State. Others are intelligence practitioners. Others are business 
people. They are all focused on keeping victims safe - victims of sexual assault, 
family violence, and child abuse. By me going over to New Orleans, because of the 
generosity of this Rotary Club (RC Balwyn, Ed.), all of those people are doing things 
differently, and in a way that will, more likely, make more people less vulnerable than 
they were before. So, I'm very grateful. Thank you very much. 

 

For more information about Victoria Police and Family Violence, please browse to: 

http://www.police.vic.gov.au/content.asp?Document_ID=43360  

 


