
As we entered 2021, I think many of us hoped that the worst was behind us.  As a country, we are relatively lucky.  We 
appear to be managing COVID-19 pretty well, and we are fortunate to not see the rising case numbers and tolls that 
other countries are experiencing.  We have cooperated as a community and taken the necessary precautions to 
minimise the spread and act quickly when a case emerges. But that has often come at a personal cost.  Mask wearing, 
isolation and lack of contact with our friends and family has impacted on the mental health of many people in our 
community.  As yet, we don’t know the full extent of these effects.  Our lead article highlights the challenges that some 
people have experienced during this time, and the particular challenges which survivors may experience. It is important 
for us to support each other, and if you need support, to reach out and ask for help. Sometimes this is difficult too, but 
we all need support, at times.  The important thing is to stay hopeful.  We are all in this together.

The last few months have been extremely busy and eventful here at Blue Knot Foundation.  We are proud to announce 
that Dr Cathy Kezelman AM (President of Blue Knot Foundation) has been nominated for Pro Bono’s Impact 25 Awards. 
These awards were started in 2014 and each year they aim to recognise innovators, collaborators and changemakers 
from across the social sector who are making a positive impact in the community.  Your support would be greatly 
appreciated and helps raise awareness for Blue Knot Foundation and adult survivors of complex trauma.  Cast your vote 
here.

We have also released new Organisational Guidelines for Trauma-Informed Service Delivery.  These updated guidelines 
build on the 2012 guidelines and will revolutionise trauma-informed responses to the growing social impacts of the 
trauma crisis in Australia, particularly given the global health pandemic.

As always, we thank you for your continued support of the work that we do.  We hope you enjoy this month’s edition of 
Breaking Free.

Warm regards 
The Blue Knot Team

Welcome to the February   
edition of Breaking Free

JANUARY 2021
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A Hopeful New Year

As we enter a new year, into a year that feels eerily similar to 2020, 
our hopes of a magical renewal with the New Year have not been 
realised. However, this does not mean that there is no reason for a 
degree of hope. Just as holding hope is a critical element of recovery 
for all survivors of complex trauma, it is a time for us all to hold the 
hope that a time of fewer restrictions, fewer lockdowns and a vaccine 
roll out is on the horizon. This hope is real but often hard to sustain. 

It is also a time acknowledge the challenges of 
these times, the separation from friends and family, 
facemasks, quarantine, the disruption of services and 
supports, and the biting financial reality for so many. 
There is little doubt that these factors are taking a 
toll, and although Australia is faring better than most 
countries, we cannot deny the impact. It is a time 
of uncertainty, of threat, of illness and loss, and of 
greater hardship. It is a time of isolation – physical and 
emotional and of individual and collective fear. Yet 
this time is also an opportunity for us to pull together as 
individuals and communities. And a time during which 
we can build a greater understanding of ourselves and 
others, and the tolerance which accompanies it. For 
we are all dealing with this threat so let’s try and do it 
together.

With threat or perceived threat, the stress or survival 
response is activated. Survivors often have a 
heightened stress response because of their prior 
trauma and adverse experiences. Already allergic to 
stress, survivors are often primed to respond to further 
triggers. The sight of face masks, a person coughing, 
and the 24/7 media and social media activity can 
all trigger our stress response further. This can cause 
us to be jumpy and anxious, and at other times, shut 
down and withdrawn. Understanding why this happens 
can help you to build strategies to feel and be calm. 
There are some useful strategies here on the Blue Knot 
website.
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As social beings, connection is important. During this 
pandemic we have been obliged to undertake varying 
degrees of social distancing, forced isolation and social 
restrictions. Decisions made with our best interests at 
heart have often disrupted our ability to physically 
be with the people we trust and with whom we feel 
safe. Many of us already grappling with feeling safe in 
relationships, have found our separation from our key 
supports especially difficult. For those of us who enjoy 
a hug and reap nurture from gentle safe touch, social 
touch has at times, not been an option. Healthy touch 
can be connecting and itself can support the nervous 
system to be robust and resilient. Many people find that 
stroking pets, soft sensory toys, weighted blankets – 
whatever calms and soothes you can help, while hugs 
are not an option. (so too can different ways to calm 
your other senses e.g. music, essential oils.) 

Sometimes lockdown brought too much closeness, with 
no space to which to retreat. Even the way we now 
gather for a simple task of joining a queue for a coffee 
is not one of people coming together but rather one 
of concerted spacing and separation. The wearing of 
masks, while important (if and when people can wear 
them) makes us faceless. As we wash our hands time 
and again, use hand sanitiser and PPE as a barrier 
to the threat of COVID and to those who carry it, we 
are, in the interests of health, reinforcing distance and 
disconnection. 

In Australia we have experienced a substantial amount 
of grief and loss already – objectively little compared to 
other parts of the world, but this does not make the loss 
any less. There has been the loss of life and of health, 
and the erosion of our usual ways of saying goodbye 
and attending to loved ones. This has often left us 
feeling dehumanised. Families across state borders, 
loved ones across international bodies, restrictions at 
weddings and funerals, are all necessary steps but ones 
which also contribute to the disruptions of our social 
bonds. 

In these times of collective challenge, how do we 
counteract these forces? Firstly, it is a time to pull 
together (as much as we can). It is time to look after 
one another and ourselves (as much as we can). Reach 
out if you are able. Reach out to a person you care 
about if you can. Do whatever you can to support your 
own emotional and physical health. That said Blue Knot 
knows that for many of us living with the impacts of 
complex trauma all of these suggestions are easier said 
than done. Please be gentle with yourself. Know there is 
help and there is hope, even when it is hard to feel.

You might also find these fact sheets helpful, including 
one regarding the wearing of face masks for people 
with complex trauma.
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Dr Cathy Kezelman AM nominated for 
Pro Bono’s Impact 25 Awards

These awards were started in 2014 and each year they aim 
to recognise innovators, collaborators and changemakers 
from across the social sector who are making a positive 
impact in the community.

Each of the 150 nominees were put forward by their peers 
and now, the public votes for who they believe to be the 
most influential individuals within the sector. 

These awards have been an important platform to 
promote awareness and advocacy for the causes that the 
winners represent.
 

We would appreciate if you could please show your 
support for Blue Knot Foundation, Cathy, and adult survivors 
of complex trauma by casting a vote and sharing across 
your network.

Please go to https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/3GYHPDW 
to vote.
Voting closes on Wednesday 10th February 2021. 

We are proud to announce that Dr. Cathy Kezelman AM, President of 
Blue Knot Foundation has been named as a nominee for Pro Bono 
Australia’s 2021 Impact 25 Awards. 
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Blue Knot Foundation launches 
Organisational Guidelines for Trauma-
Informed Service Delivery (Updated 2020)

In 2012 we included the clinical and organisational 
guidelines in the one publication. Although it was important 
to present the 2012 guidelines in that format at that time, 
the trauma-informed organisational guidelines were 
somewhat overshadowed by the clinical set.  Although 
the clinical and organisational guidelines do complement 
one another, they also focus on different areas.  This 
means that the diverse audience accessing them may 
conflate and confuse the different sets. Additionally, the 
sheer volume of material now available for each of these 
clinical and organisational domains has made an updated 
single publication impractical. For this reason, we have 
decided to release the updated clinical and organisational 
guidelines separately.

These updated Organisational Guidelines for Trauma-
Informed Service-Delivery inform diverse audiences, 
from the human services and legal sectors to health 
professionals and first responders, to understand how to 

consider the possibility of trauma in people’s lives and work 
in ways which empower recovery and minimise the risks of 
additional trauma. The guidelines will revolutionise trauma-
informed responses to the growing social impacts of the 
trauma crisis in Australia, particularly given the global health 
pandemic.

Dr Cathy Kezelman (President of Blue Knot Foundation) 
interviews Pam Stavropoulos (Head of Research) to explain 
the new guidelines launched to empower recovery from 
Australia’s growing trauma crisis.  Watch the interview here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ruw6VxWsEQ

You can purchase a hard copy of the guidelines or register 
to download a copy here: https://www.blueknot.org.au/
Resources/Publications/Practice-Guidelines/Organisational-
Guidelines.
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‘I’m 50. And every day I struggle with the 
scars left by my cruel, angry mother.’

The author of this story has chosen to remain anonymous. 
(Image is a stock photo by Getty Images)

Story originally published in Mamamia

* Trigger Warning: This story deals with emotional abuse and 
may be triggering for some readers. 

About one in five people live with the long-term impacts 
of childhood trauma. I don’t know what your trauma looks 
like. I know what it’s like for me. For me, it feels like having 
no safe harbour as a child causes wild and stormy seas for 
life. 

I’m 50 now, and maybe making some progress. Some of 
the people I follow on Instagram talk about their long hard 
road to recovery. Usually, they’re in their 30s. Here I am, at 
50, still struggling almost every day with some aspect of it.

I wasn’t sexually abused. I feel like that’s what most people 
think of when you say abuse. But abuse comes in many 

forms and sometimes it is not ‘big’.  

For me, my mother took every possible opportunity to lay 
the blame for her anger on me. Her anger was palpable. 
I’m ugly, fat, the one with the wrong colour skin, the least 
deserving.

I don’t deserve. 

I’m not what I should be. These labels bear no relation to 
what I actually look like or who I am – I know now they were 
an expression of the betrayal of her expectations of the 
way her life should be. 

My mum once told me that my dad and the doctor had 
conspired to swap her birth control pills and my birth was 
a mistake. She clarified that no, I definitely wasn’t an 
accident… I was a mistake.

Many of the things she said and did, I’ve blocked out. 
It’s a protective thing your mind does. I still do it – float 
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off somewhere else when things are hard for me to work 
through.

I’m being very simplistic in my explanation here because 
each situation is really complicated and there are usually 
multiple factors in play. 

My dad really struggled with anger management. He did 
not hit us but his anger was physical and there were many 
holes in the wall at home. He stood by and let our mother 
say really horrible, awful things. Over and over and over. He 
sometimes tried to make things right but he wasn’t present 
enough, often enough, to make a difference.

So, as I said, I’m now 50. And this Christmas was the first 
since I separated from my husband and the first one that 
my kids have experienced where we are not in the same 
house. Yes, my issues contributed. So did his. Including how 
he did not notice how much I struggled.

I stayed over on Christmas Eve and hoped I would make 
it through to Boxing Day but I really couldn’t. The pressure 
built in my head throughout the day. The pressure in my 
chest that I used to think a loving family would fill expanded 
with the pain inflicted by my difficult childhood and adult 
liaison with my parents and my sister. 

I walked through the day with a physical ache in my chest 
and head. It feels like flu but this ache is grief. Sometimes 
it affects my stomach. I try to smile through the pain or 
ignore it but around 6pm on Christmas Day I couldn’t take 
it anymore. I had to leave. I could see my children in their 
own grief as I went. I sobbed all the way home. I want to 
be held like I held my own children when they cried (or still 
cry). I want to know what it’s like to have the support of 
someone who cares for you unconditionally. 

I feel dead inside  – all that is left is grief. Grief because 

even though I’m 50 I still want a mum. But I’m not the right 
colour, the right build, the right person and I can’t seem 
to believe I deserve to be here. Grief because I want to 
believe I deserve something.

Sometimes I wonder if I can just stop, maybe I’m ‘just’ 
feeling sorry for myself. I don’t know if it’s possible. I know I 
don’t want to live like this anymore.  

The only thing I do know is if you know and care about 
someone who you think may have suffered some kind of 
trauma, just be nice to them. Don’t judge them. Try to make 
it clear that you aren’t judging them and also that you 
like them. Make it clear that they are enough as they are. 
Don’t assume they know. Because they have convinced 
themselves in every single possible way that they aren’t 
enough, that everyone hates them and that they are awful 
people. You will have to do this over many times before 
they believe you. In their worst moments, they may need 
to know all over again. And again. This could be a lifelong 
conversation. It won’t be every day. But you need to know 
that you may have to revisit your kind words when things 
get bad for them.

Maybe they are being a drama queen. In which case, they 
will be relieved to know that (unless they are a narcissist, in 
which case keep walking). But maybe this is an ongoing 
seriously impactful part of the less than ideal upbringing 
they had. Reading a little and being thoughtful in your 
words and actions will mean more to them than you will 
know. It’s not really a lot you need to do, just a little every so 
often.

The Blue Knot Foundation finally helped me understand I 
wasn’t alone. Except for days like today.  
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Advocate for sexual assault survivors is 
2021 Australian of the Year 

A young advocate who fought for a voice for 
survivors of sexual assault has been named Australian 
of the Year. 

Grace Tame, 26, from Hobart, has won the award 
ahead of high profile finalists including former NSW 
fire commissioner, Shane Fitzsimmons, and former 
Commonwealth Chief Medical Officer Brendan 
Murphy, who became nationally prominent faces 
for their roles during the bushfires and the COVID 
pandemic respectively.

This is the first time in the program’s 61-year history 
that a Tasmanian has been Australian of the Year.

Tame, a victim of sustained abuse, took on the 
restrictive Tasmanian legal system to win the right to 
tell of her traumatic experience.

From the age of 15, she was groomed and raped 
by her maths teacher, a 58-year-old who was 
subsequently jailed. But Tasmania’s sexual assault 
victim gag law meant she could not legally speak 
about what she had gone through, although her 
abuser and the media could discuss the case.

With the help of the #LetHerSpeak campaign, Tame 
successfully applied to the state’s supreme court to 
be able to identify as a rape survivor.

The law was changed last year to allow sexual 
assault survivors to use their names in the media.

“Grace has demonstrated extraordinary courage, 
using her voice to push for legal reform and raise 
public awareness about the impacts of sexual 
violence,” the announcement of her award said.

Tame has spoken out particularly for those abused 
in institutional settings and has also used her media 
profile to advocate for other vulnerable groups.

Reflecting on her experience after winning her 
exemption to speak, she said in an ABC interview: 
“It’s so important for people to own their own story, 
their own narrative and to take back control of who 
they are. And it’s so important that survivors know 
that it’s not their fault and to have the support of the 
community and the support of the law.”

Read the orginal article here: https://
theconversation.com/advocate-for-sexual-assault-
survivors-is-2021-australian-of-the-year-153889
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New Guidelines To Help Mitigate  
Australia’s Growing Trauma Crisis Amidst 
Covid-19 Pandemic  

An organisation has released a set of guidelines 
meant to help people experiencing trauma 
crisis receive appropriate and informed services 
from concerned sectors, including healthcare 
professionals, legal practitioners, and even law 
enforcement.

Besides being a blueprint for organisations to follow 
in their work, Blue Knot Foundation’s Organisational 
Guidelines for Trauma-Informed Service-Delivery 
aims to “revolutionise trauma-informed responses 
to the growing social impacts of the trauma crisis 
in Australia, particularly given the global health 
pandemic.”

In a media statement, the Blue Knot Foundation 
said the guidelines will “inform diverse audiences, 
from the human services and legal sectors to health 
professionals and first responders, to understand 
how to consider the possibility of trauma in people’s 
lives and work in ways which empower recovery and 
minimise the risks of additional trauma.”

The document is the foundation’s update to the 2012 
document titled Practice Guidelines for Trauma-
Informed Care and Service Delivery – which set 
the standards for organisational practice towards 
trauma mitigation. This new iteration will factor in the 
advances, conceptualisation, and implementation 
of a trauma-informed approach over the past 8 
years, and its universality beyond clinical treatment.

Moreover, the new document will also account for 
the changing landscape of service-provision within 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

“These updated trauma-informed organisational 
guidelines are being released in a very different 
context to that of 2012. COVID-19 has not only 
changed the service and care landscape, but also 
brought additional trauma to public awareness and 
individual and community experiences. Trauma 
experiences are being compounded and we must 
understand the impact this has on the need for 
trauma-informed service delivery and care,” said Dr 
Cathy Kezelman AM, Blue Knot Foundation President.

According to data from the foundation, over 5 
million adults in Australia have experiences of 
complex trauma, which is repeated ongoing 
interpersonal trauma and abuse, often from 
childhood, as an adult, or both.

Traumatic injuries can also come in the form of single 
incident trauma, which includes bushfires, floods, 
accidents, assaults, and even the threat and reality 
of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.

“We have developed these Guidelines to help inform 
the lens through which organisations, staff and 
practitioners work – a lens which explores what has 
happened to a person on life’s journey rather than a 
purely biomedical approach,” Kezelman said.

“Trauma is pervasive and it is time our service systems 
embed an approach which not only acknowledges 
this but also uses it to inform a far more human 
response,” she said.

Read the original article here: https://www.
thirdsector.com.au/new-guidelines-to-help-mitigate-
australias-growing-trauma-crisis-amidst-covid-19-
pandemic/
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New Guidelines To Help Mitigate  
Australia’s Growing Trauma Crisis Amidst 
Covid-19 Pandemic  

Lisa Cox is a media professional and member of Media Diversity Australia, and shares her vision of changing 
the way disability is represented in mainstream popular culture. 

Society needs to expect more from disabled people — and having acquired my disabilities a little later in 
life, I can clearly compare and contrast my life before and after. 

Read more here: https://honey.nine.com.au/latest/the-attitude-that-shocked-me-most-about-life-with-a-
disability/1f4e7219-2055-4d4b-afec-567c7d6c998a
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So... Podcast with John McKenna
ADVOCACY AND COUNSELLING FOR PEOPLE  
WITH DISABILITIES AND THEIR FAMILIES  

Are you into podcasts? The latest episode of “So…with John McKenna” discusses the emotional and 
advocacy support available for people with disability who have experienced trauma, or are thinking about 
telling their story to the Disability Royal Commission. Closed captions and transcript of the episode are 
available too.

Listen to the Podcast here: https://www.johnmckenna.com.au/home/so-podcast/

Read the transcript here: https://www.johnmckenna.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Job_68853_So...
Podcast_-_Disability_Advocacy__Counselling_Working_together.pdf
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To Be Valued 

I value others suggestions
I value other’s advice
I value other’s opinions
Of myself I have to think twice.

I look to what others portray
I look to what others do
I look to their way of thinking
Still I’m wearing my worn-out shoe.

I respect the people I know
I respect the dialogue they utter
I respect the work that they do
Unfortunately –
I see myself from a different point of view.

I marvel at their world - not mine!
I marvel at what they’ve achieved
I marvel at how they see life so sublime
For me there’s work to do in the meantime.

I need to value my own suggestions
I need to value my own advice
I need to value my own opinion
I need to value myself & not think twice.

- Joan
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The armchair of depression  
and the cushion of anxiety  

I had a wonderful psychologist, Steph, and we have been working on depression and anxiety.

It came to me that my depression was a large, overstuffed club armchair, and my anxiety was an equally 
overstuffed cushion.  Both heavy, cumbersome and covered in greasy, very prickly, rough fabric.

I can choose to sit in it and hug the cushion which is very uncomfortable, and the arm of the armchair, being 
so overstuffed, it is impossible to balance an ashtray nor cup of tea on, that I am driven to get out of it after 
a while.

Wherever I go, I have to drag the chair and cushion with me, spend hours jamming it into the car, pulling it 
out, walking around it, tripping over it, that sometimes I think “I really couldn’t be bothered”, and I leave it at 
home.

If I do something good for myself, like talk to a friend, go out, without them, the chair and the cushion will 
sometimes end up sulking in the garden shed, licking their wounds, and being very pissed off.

The cats think nothing of depression nor anxiety, and happily sharpen their claws on them and shed hairs all 
over them.

- Rebecca
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IN THE NEWS

Disability royal commission finds Federal 
Government responsible for ‘serious fail-
ures’ during COVID-19

  
People with disability have been “forgotten and ignored” 
during the pandemic, leaving them “stressed and 
frightened,” a Commonwealth report has found.

Disability royal commission Chair Ronald Sackville said the 
Government was responsible for a “serious failure” in its 
communications with people living with disability.

The disability royal commission held a hearing with 36 
witnesses in August into the impact of the pandemic on the 
disability community and on Monday its COVID-19 report 
was tabled in Parliament.

In it, the commission made 22 recommendations and Mr 
Sackville called on the Federal Government to consider 
them “very swiftly”.

“The recommendations are designed to ensure that for the 
future, people with disability are consulted from the very 
outset,” he said.

“It was the absence of that consultation that led to 
significant failures in the responses of the Australian 
Government.”

Mr Sackville said there was no plan in place at the time the 
pandemic commenced that addressed the specific issues of 
people with disability.

“People were deprived of essential supports without 
warning and left without support and therefore bewildered, 
frightened and sometimes even without food or 
medication,” he said.

Mr Sackville said one of the “most disturbing” features of the 
commission’s inquiry was the lack of data on the number of 
people with disability who contracted COVID-19.

“Our recommendations include requiring the 
Commonwealth to make sure that data is collected and 
disseminated so that we know exactly what is happening 
within the disability community in this and any other 
emergency.”

Welcoming the disability royal commission’s report, the 
Federal Government acknowledged the “unique factors” 
that needed to be considered for the health needs of 
people with disability.

It said it would respond to the commission’s 
recommendations “as a matter of priority.”

In a statement, the Government pointed to the low rate of 
infection and deaths amongst NDIS participants.

Up until the end of September, there were 179 positive 
COVID-19 cases and nine deaths among the 400,000 NDIS 
participants.

In the about 200,000 NDIS workers, there were 215 positive 
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tests and one death.

It said it would respond to the commission’s 
recommendations “as a matter of priority.”

In a statement, the Government pointed to the low rate of 
infection and deaths amongst NDIS participants.

Up until the end of September, there were 179 positive 
COVID-19 cases and nine deaths among the 400,000 NDIS 
participants.

In the about 200,000 NDIS workers, there were 215 positive 
tests and one death.

‘Wild west’ NDIS providers chaotic
General manager of operations for ONCALL Group Australia 
Laura Green said a surge workforce of support workers had 
to meet “extraordinary requirements” during the pandemic, 
including: “Isolating between shifts and being able to 
isolate for the two weeks after they’d assisted someone with 
COVID-19.”

Workers also needed “qualifications and experience enough 
to be able to walk in to any new location and provide 
support to people that they had never met before”.

Ms Green said the pandemic revealed a real divide in 
providers in the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS).

“We had established providers who were working together,” 
she said.

“But there was a whole other section in the NDIS market, 
a little bit of the wild west ... made up of small, new and 
unregistered providers, and that part of the market just went 
into chaos.”

“We saw people failing to get their support needs met 
and we saw serious risk to people with disability and their 
families.”

She called on the Federal Government to create national 
minimum standards for support providers to follow.

Recommendations on PPE, standards
The disability royal commission’s report has recommended 
the NDIS Commission should review its practice standards.

It also recommended disability support workers receive 
priority access to personal protective equipment (PPE) and 
COVID-19 testing if there was a resurgence in the pandemic.

The first recommendation in the report has called 
on the Commonwealth to consider the findings and 
recommendations as a “matter of urgency.”

“This pandemic is not over... it may revive,” Mr Sackville said.

“We want the Government to respond very swiftly so that 

the pandemic is dealt with in a way that protects and 
safeguards the well-being, the safety, the health of people 
with disability, and we would expect a prompt response.”

The commission also found disability representative 
organisations (DROs) did not have enough funding during 
the pandemic to cope with increased demand for their 
services.

It recommended supplementary funding be immediately 
committed if there was a resurgence in infections.

Other recommendations from the report include that the 
Commonwealth Department of Health should establish a 
unit for developing plans to protect the health and well-
being of people with disability during emergencies like the 
pandemic.

‘Who is going to look after him?’
Victorian mother Karen McKenzie and her severely autistic 
son Jarrod contracted COVID-19 in September from a 
support worker.

He initially contacted her to say he could not come to work 
as he had a sinus infection, but later sent a text message to 
confirm he had tested positive.

Ms McKenzie had already begun to feel unwell and testing 
confirmed she and Jarrod had also contracted COVID-19.

“It was a bit scary,” she said.

“My initial thought was well how sick are we going to get 
and am I going to be hospitalised and if I am, what’s going 
to happen to Jarrod? Who is going to look after him?”

Ms McKenzie and her 21-year-old son were left days without 
support and information.

They finally received help from ONCALL Group Australia, 
which provided three support workers over three weeks.
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Pell to publish diary of Aust jail time 

Nicole Winfield

IN THE NEWS

Prison Journal, which recounts the first five months of Pell’s 
404 days in solitary lockup, also provides a play-by-play of 
Pell’s legal case and gives personal insights into one of the 
most divisive figures in the Catholic hierarchy today.

To his supporters and even some detractors, Pell is a victim of 
a terrific perversion of justice. To his critics, he is the symbol of 
everything that has gone wrong with the Catholic Church’s 
wretched response to clergy sexual abuse.

Due out December 15, the book likely won’t budge anyone 
from either camp, but it is a fascinating read nonetheless. 
It is at times a spiritual meditation, a defiant assertion of 
innocence and a morbidly voyeuristic view into the daily 
grind of prison life - all of it narrated by a man who for a time 
was one the most powerful Catholic cardinals in the world.

Prison Journal: The Cardinal Makes His Appeal is the first 
volume of a set being published by Ignatius Press, the US-

based Catholic publisher, which has made no secret that it 
hopes sales will help Pell pay his sizeable legal bills.

Pell left his job as the Vatican treasurer in 2017 to face 
charges in Australia that he sexually molested two 13-year-
old choir boys in the sacristy of the Melbourne cathedral in 
1996.

After a first jury deadlocked, a second unanimously 
convicted him and he was sentenced to six years in prison. 
The conviction was upheld on appeal only to be thrown 
out by Australia’s High Court, which in April found there was 
reasonable doubt in the testimony of his lone accuser.

Pell’s trial took place against the backdrop of Australia’s 
reckoning with decades of child sexual abuse brought 
to light by the years-long Royal Commission inquiry into 
institutional abuse, which found that 7 per cent of Australia’s 
Catholic priests raped and molested children.

Cardinal George Pell, who was convicted and then acquitted of sexual 
abuse in his native Australia, reflects on the nature of suffering, Pope 
Francis’ papacy and the humiliations of solitary confinement in his 
jailhouse memoir, according to an advance copy obtained by The 
Associated Press.

BLUE KNOT FOUNDATION
BREAKING FREE  //  JANUARY 2021

16



For many of his supporters, Pell was convicted as a 
scapegoat for all the church’s sins.

Pell, though, had been dogged for years by allegations 
that he mishandled cases of abusive clergy when he was 
archbishop of Melbourne and later Sydney.

Specifically, he was accused of creating a victims’ 
compensation program in Melbourne mainly to protect the 
church’s assets and of using aggressive tactics to discourage 
victims’ lawsuits.

Pell repeatedly denied wrongdoing and has apologised to 
victims for what he called the “profoundly evil” actions of 
predatory priests.

He has defended his record, though he has described some 
of his encounters with victims as unfortunate. He strongly 
denied he ever abused the choirboys.

“The pedophilia crisis remains the greatest blow the church 
has suffered in Australia,” Pell writes in his diary.

“If anyone in the mid-nineties knew the extent of the 
problem, they did not say so publicly, or to me privately. We 
thought the Melbourne Response would finish its work in a 
few years.”

The book begins February 27, 2019, on Pell’s first day in 
prison. A diligent reporter with a lot of time on his hands, 
Pell describes the daily routine of solitary confinement in all 
its tedium: the humiliation of strip searches, the profanities 
shouted by prisoners he never sees, the requests for a broom 
to sweep his cell that go unmet.

But Pell also appreciates the occasional joys: his tea kettle, 
an extra glass of milk from a guard, the sun during his daily 
hour of outdoor exercise.

He lives for visits, phone calls and letters from friends and 
strangers alike offering support and prayers - and, from a 
handful of prisoner pen pals who offer advice on coping with 
detention.
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Building back better for people  
with a disability

The Australian Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, 
Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability is 
examining the harsh realities of current, past and often 
ongoing traumas experienced by people with disability 
and their impacts. It is there to listen to and hear the 
experiences of people with disability, their family, partners, 
carers, support workers and advocates. 

It’s highlighted how, as a nation, we still have a long 
way to go supporting people living with disability. It’s a 
necessary first step to understand where we can make 
changes to help reduce the trauma experiences and 
“build back better”.

This International Day of People with Disability is our 
chance to take real action, learn from what we’ve been 
hearing in the royal commission and start thinking about 
how we can create a disability-inclusive, accessible and 
sustainable post-COVID-19 Australia. 

It’s one thing to raise awareness, promote acceptance 
and understanding of people with disability, but 
another to truly unite and enact inclusivity and universal 
accessibility into the everyday.

Too many of our fellow Australians have suffered ongoing 
harm at the hands of others, as well as unacceptable 

This International Day of People with Disability is our chance to 
learn from what we’ve been hearing in the royal commission 
and start thinking about how we can create a disability-inclusive 
Australia post COVID-19, writes Dr Cathy Kezelman AM, president 
of Blue Knot Foundation.

IN THE NEWS
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barriers to meaningful participation. And yet, despite 
revelations of individual and systemic abuses, the level of 
social discourse spurned by the commission’s proceedings 
is muted. Of course, this commission was just hitting its 
stride when it took a backseat to the pandemic. But sadly, 
it also highlights our community’s failure in supporting 
people with disability.

Ironically, the pandemic overwhelmed us all, as we 
faced an invisible and pervasive threat, akin to that of 
the interpersonal trauma the commission was exploring. 
The economic and health threats of COVID-19 were 
compounded by the challenges of social distancing, 
masks, lockdowns and quarantine. Many people with 
disability additionally faced withdrawal of their usual 
supports, including those of advocacy services. For many, 
the usual supports were always far from adequate.

As the threat and reality of COVID-19 retreats, let us not 
revert to form. The commission provides us a unique 
opportunity for real change. It cannot simply become 
a platform to reiterate platitudes around inclusion, 
accessibility and human rights. We need to do so much 
more. 

Regardless of the barriers and realities we face as human 
beings, we all have our individual hopes, desires and 
needs. We all seek to be understood and understand 
ourselves.

The National Counselling and Referral Service delivers 
trauma-informed counselling for people with disability 
which was previously not on the radar. Reaching out to 
someone we trust and can feel safe with is important. 
Some people with disability might seek out a support 
worker, an advocate, a carer or family member. For 
others, it is hard to identify who to speak or engage with. 
Sometimes, a counsellor can fill this much needed gap.

A trauma counsellor can support you to understand your 
experiences, how they affected you and how you coped. 
They can also provide you with strategies and tools to 
help you to feel calmer and more empowered. While 
counselling can seem daunting, it is a way of connecting 
with a person who accepts you for who you are and helps 
you identify what you need in the moment. 

Access to counselling, other supports and advocacy 
provide possibilities for a better world for people with 
disability – if each person finds a way to feel understood 
and supported, and each community becomes more 
inclusive and accepting, we will be on our way for much-
needed change. Australia will be able to hold its head 
high, consider and enact the recommendations of the 
disability royal commission and when we reach a post-
COVID-19 world, be disability-inclusive in a way that is 
sustainable and accessible for all.
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Royal Commission exposes demeaning 
and exploitative practices against  
workers with disabilities 

People with disabilities can face enormous daily life 
challenges, so it’s distressing to know that the majority 
say they also regularly suffer workplace exploitation. And 
that’s the focus this week at hearing 9 of the Disability 
Royal Commission -- to get a sense of the scale of the 
problem and the trauma it’s causing. The Commission’s 
hearing from witnesses who have been turned away from 
employment because of their disability, or have been the 
victim of corporate box-ticking. That’s when companies 
hire workers with disabilities simply to meet inclusion 
targets, only to promptly fire them.

Duration: 4min 11sec

Broadcast: Mon 7 Dec 2020, 5:10pm

More Information

Featured:

Kalena Bos, Disability Royal Commission witness

Cody Skinner, Disability Royal Commission witness

Catherine McAlpine, Chief Executive, Inclusion Australia 

Melinda Zerner, Counsel Assisting the Disability Royal 
Commission

Watch here: https://www.abc.net.au/radio/
programs/pm/disability-royal-commission-exposes-
workplace-exploitation/12958370 https://static.ffx.io/
images/$zoom_0.53%2C$multiply_1.5109%2C$ratio_ 
1.776846%2C$width_1059%2C$x_0%2C$y_81/t_
crop_custom/q_62%2Cf_auto/
d3beb17ebfe5b6d9779b914011c6087cbc39027b

IN THE NEWS
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Child survivors of family violence  
need to be recognised 

The fear in your head doesn’t have boundaries the way 
physical pain does. The bruises on your mum’s face 
heal, but the fear never leaves. It just surrounds you and 
suffocates every second of your life. What if he kills her 
next time? What if she’s not there to protect us kids and he 
kills us? He hated us.

I heard him do things to my Mum that I am only making 
sense of now I am a teenager. I saw him bash her so 
badly I genuinely thought she was dead. I was there in the 
hospital when they said she was lucky to have survived. 
I comforted my sister when he punched her in the head 
because she was being silly brushing her teeth. He’d scare 
her so much she’d wet herself. I saw the threats about him 
hunting me down notify across Mum’s phone screen, as 
we fled to a refuge.

I am speaking out and writing this as a child survivor of 
family violence. Family violence that the County Court 
described as serious, protracted and grave. Family 
violence that nearly killed my mum. Family violence that 

Victoria Police did not take seriously enough.

I am doing this because kids like me are not seen as 
victims in our own right, with unique perspectives and 
experiences of family violence that are different to our 
mums’ experiences. We have different experiences of 
family violence and support needs to our mums, and I 
want the public, police and the system to see this, change 
and deal with us as victims in our own right. We are not 
extensions of our mothers.

I love my mum and I know she felt trapped and was 
controlled by him, but she could have left and eventually 
she did. He could have stopped thinking the law didn’t 
apply to him. The police could have decided to help 
when they found out about what he was doing, instead 
of protecting him because he was one of them. All 
those adults could have made choices that would have 
stopped the violence. As kids, we didn’t have that choice. 
We were trapped with no way out. I cannot describe the 
fear we lived with every single day. My only escape was 

Everyday when we turned into our street coming home from 
school I’d feel sick. If his car was there, the sick feeling turned to 
fear. What’s he’s going to do?
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reading books and school. School was the only place I felt 
safe.

Right now, some of my friends are where I was then – 
trapped. They listen to their mums making excuses for the 
abuse and bruises, blaming themselves and trying to keep 
their abusers happy to stop escalations. They are scared 
and they have no one. The system doesn’t see them as 
victims and there is no support or help for them unless 
their mum decides to leave. My friends know what I went 
through and have confided in me. All I can do is listen and 
tell them to plead with their mums to leave, because it 
never gets better.

I know that if their mums leave, the courts and police will 
let them down. I spent hours reliving the trauma, doing my 
Victim Impact Statement, but the judge didn’t even refer 
to it when he overturned my stepfather’s jail sentence and 
gave him a community corrections order. I didn’t exist. The 
police contacted Mum, but not us. My sister and I were 
named victims of offending too, stuff he pleaded guilty 
to, but Victoria Police has gaslighted us so badly that 
they didn’t speak to us beyond getting video statements. 
We’ve never had counselling or support referrals from 
them because the police don’t see us kids as family 
violence victims.

The children of family violence relationships are much 
more likely to get in family violence relationships as adults, 
because it’s familiar and they don’t see the red flags. I 
know that is a proven fact, and I only need to look at my 
mum to see an anecdote. My Nan told me she copped 
20 years of abuse before she left, because she was scared 
her ex would kill my mum on an access weekend if Nan 
left, and because he had a gun and had made threats.

If family violence is to stop, then the start has to be with 
the system seeing kids like me as victims in our own right, 
supporting us and in doing so helping us to make better 
choices than our parents and learning what respectful 
relationships look like.

You can march against family violence and say you want 
to stop it like Police Command does, but if you don’t help, 
support and recognise child victim-survivors as victims in 
their own right, this cycle of intergenerational violence, 
trauma and disrespect will never end. In my family it ends 
with me. I can say that because I am lucky. Mum didn’t 
die that night he almost killed her, and despite what police 
did, she left and she did her best to hold him to account 
and end the violence. What kind of men will my friends, 
trapped in family violence households, grow up to be?

To Victoria Police, I want you to see the trauma of family 
violence on my sister and me. Was protecting your own 
worth what was done to us kids? When you leaked our 
safety and escape plan to his mates on ‘member welfare 
grounds’, do you still think his welfare was more important 
than my life as a kid? It doesn’t matter what you say 
about family violence, it matters what you do. You do 
not care about kids like me. You need to change. The 
whole system needs to change. No kid should live what 
I have. The violence has to stop. Start by prioritising and 
supporting child victim-survivors.

Sam* spoke to a joint investigation by The Age, SMH and 
60 Minutes. Sam tells his story on 60 Minutes at 7pm on 
December 6, 2020.

*Not his real name
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Survivors reflect on Australia sex abuse  
inquiry, three years on 

Melbourne, Australia – Kym Krasa was just eight years old 
when she was first sexually abused by a member of the 
Catholic Church.

A so-called “part” Aboriginal child, she had been 
taken from her impoverished family and placed in an 
orphanage.

But instead of being cared for, she was abused, and the 
abuse would continue for the next decade at the hands 
of a priest and church parishioners, and as a teenager, by 
a man for whom she was forced to work as a domestic 
servant.

It was not until the Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse was established in 
2012 that Krasa, now 67, could finally talk about her 
experiences. It is now three years since the commission 
completed its work.

“You couldn’t talk to the nuns because they would not 
believe you,” she said.

“Do we believe that person – that child – or do we believe 
a priest? So that’s why I could not talk to anybody about it.’

Abusive experiences were not uncommon for children 
in Australia in the 20th century, with a 2004 report stating 
that upwards of 500,000 Australian children were placed 
into church-run and state institutions. Another inquiry 
found that at least one in 10 Aboriginal children were 
removed from their families and made state wards of the 
government.

The children were put into orphanages, foster homes, 
missions and other charitable institutions, only to be 
abused by the very people who were supposed to look 
after them.

The reasons were varied. Some were child migrants sent 
from Europe. Some had suffered neglect at home. Some 
were simply the children of young single mothers who 
were deemed to be “unfit” to raise their own children.

Aboriginal children, in particular, were removed from their 
families due to racist laws.

The landmark inquiry gave survivors a chance to talk, while legal 
changes have allowed them to seek redress.

IN THE NEWS
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Systemic abuse

The Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 
Sexual Abuse confronted the sexual abuse of children 
such as the young Krasa and how the institutions had 
been able to cover up systemic abuse for so long.

The precise number of children who suffered sexual abuse 
will never be known, but in five years the royal commission 
handled more than 42,000 phone calls, received 26,000 
letters and emails, and heard more than 8,000 personal 
stories. Prime Minister Scott Morrison formally apologised to 
the survivors after the report came out.

Krasa was one of those who told their story in a “private 
session” with a government-appointed commissioner.

“It was hard to talk about stuff like that to [the 
commissioners],” she said. “It sort of eased the pain. I still 
think about things, but it was good to talk to somebody 
about it.”

Private sessions provided an opportunity for survivors of 
sexual abuse to tell their story. For many – like Krasa – it 
would be the first time they would disclose their traumatic 
secrets.

As well as collating stories of abuse the royal commission 
also investigated the issue of compensation for survivors.

Historically, churches and other institutions had largely 
avoided compensation claims, mostly protected by the 
“Ellis defence” which meant that due to their legal status 
churches could not be sued.

However, the royal commission helped overturn these 
and other laws of limitation that had previously prevented 
survivors from accessing justice.

“What we are seeing now is, whereas survivors literally 
had no option in the past other than to go begging cap 
in hand to these institutions, these days survivors have got 
options,” said Angela Sdrinis, a lawyer who first started 
working with abuse claims in 1997.

“In the last couple of years, it has been possible in some of 
the strong cases to achieve million dollar-plus settlements.” 

‘We all suffered’

Sdrinis says the investigations and research conducted by 
the royal commission greatly developed the legal system’s 
understanding of sexual abuse and the cover-ups that 
were instigated by churches and other institutions.

“The royal commission produced masses of evidence 
regarding cover-ups and moving perpetrators around,” 
she said. “And that information just wasn’t available to us 
before.

“If we didn’t have the royal commission there would be a 
whole lot of people missing out because of the nature of 
these [legal] claims.”

Despite these legal changes, such cases remain difficult 
to win given the level of proof required to substantiate a 
claim of sexual abuse.

As such, a National Redress Scheme was established in 
July 2018 to compensate those people who might not 
have enough evidence to support their claim in court. It 
will remain in operation for a decade.

However, far from the million-dollar settlements that Sdrinis 
has sometimes been able to achieve for her clients, the 
average payment from the National Redress Scheme is 
82,000 Australian dollars ($61,864).

Leonie Sheedy is the CEO and co-founder of the 
Care Leavers Australia Network (CLAN), a community 
organisation that advocates on behalf of people who had 
been placed in institutions and made wards of the state.

She is also a survivor of institutional abuse.

Sheedy is positive about the work of the royal commission, 
and says its legacy was that it “exposed the terrible crimes 
committed on Australian children who had no one to turn 
to”.

“We were believed, we were validated and listened 
to, and that is a wonderful legacy that the royal 
commissioners and the team did for this nation,” she said.

But Sheedy says the National Redress Scheme payment is 
too small to help survivors.

“That is a most insulting amount to give to children whose 
lives were shattered,” she said.

The commission heard personal stories from some 8,000 survivors as well 

as those in positions of authority including Cardinal George Pell, then 

the third most powerful man in the Catholic Church, who appeared 

via video-link from Rome in February 2016 [File: Jeremy Piper/Royal 

Commission via AP Photo]
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“We’re not like the middle classes of this nation. We didn’t 
get an education. We don’t become the lawyers, the 
politicians, the doctors, the GPs, because of our limited 
education. The churches and charities exploited us and 
they wanted us to be farmhands and domestic slaves in 
wealthy peoples’ homes.”

Sheedy also says other forms of abuse, such as 
psychological and physical abuse, neglect and unpaid 
child labour, should have been addressed in the royal 
commission.

“There’s a whole group of care leavers in Australian 
society who feel extremely ignored because they were 
not sexually abused but suffered all the other indignities,” 
she said.

This also means that many institutional abuse survivors will 
miss out on the National Redress Scheme.

“Everybody deserves to be given redress for the crimes 
and the neglect and the child labour they did in 
orphanages. We all suffered.”

To date, the National Redress Scheme had received 8,577 
applications with 4,117 payments made, totalling around 
340.3 million Australian dollars ($256.6 million).

A spokesperson for the National Redress Scheme stressed 
the 82,000 Australian dollar ($61,864) payment was higher 
than the average payment of 65,000 Australian dollars 
($49,023) that the royal commission recommended.

They also noted that because the scheme was 
established in line with the recommendations and 
mandate of the royal commission, it was only able to 
provide compensation for survivors of sexual abuse, and 
not for physical, psychological or emotional abuse or for 
child labour.

As well as the national scheme, other institutions have 
enacted their own forms of redress that do not require 
court claims.

Krasa received 60,000 Australian dollars ($45,252), a written 
apology and access to continuing counselling under the 
Catholic Church’s national “Towards Healing” redress 
scheme.

“I wasn’t worried about the money,” she said. “I just 
wanted someone to listen to my story, about what they 
did to me.”

Despite the compensation offered, Krasa still suffers from 
the effects of the abuse that she experienced as a child 
and teenager, and regularly sees a specialist therapist and 
the counsellor at her local Aboriginal health service.

She does not work and has had little formal education.

“The apology was late – it came really too late,” she told 
Al Jazeera. “I accepted it, but I’ll still never forget what the 
nuns and [the priest] and other people did to me when I 
was younger.”

Still, Krasa says without the royal commission she would 
never have told anyone about the sexual abuse she 
suffered.

“I reckon I’d still be carrying it until I’d be gone off this 
Earth. I’m glad I got my story out there.”

The Federal Attorney-General’s Department which 
oversaw the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses 
to Child Sexual Abuse was contacted for comment but 
declined to do so because of the commission’s closure in 
2017.

Members of the Care Leavers Action Network gathered at the Governor General’s House in Canberra at the completion of the Royal Commission [Supplied]



‘We don’t know everyone’s circumstances’: 
When you are exempt from wearing a mask 

For instance, the health order allows anyone to remove it 
for “the proper provision of goods or services” like getting 
a facial at a beauty salon or a beard trim at a barber.

There are also exemptions for people with a physical 
or mental illness or condition, or disability, that makes 
wearing a mask unsuitable.

Towradgi resident Joanne Kind is scared to wear a mask - 
and is scared when her disability support workers turn up 
with one on.

Ms Kind has a mild intellectual disability and is one of the 
people who is lawfully exempt from wearing masks.

“I don’t like it, I don’t like things over my face, it makes me 
feel claustrophobic,” she said.

“I don’t like it when my workers wear them, it makes me 
feel like I’ve got something wrong with me. And I don’t. I 
don’t have COVID.”

The Disability Trust is working with clients like Ms Kind to 
raise awareness about the need for mask-wearing, and 
make them feel more comfortable.

“There are exemptions for people with a physical or 
mental disability but our staff are still working closely 
with all our participants to help them better understand 
the need to wear masks to keep themselves, and those 
around them safe,” chief operating officer Edward Birt 
said.

“We’re doing all we can to support them - and are getting 
them involved in developing educational resources 
including songs and posters to get the message across.”

Wollongong MP, and acting Labor health spokesman, Paul 
Scully, said he had been contacted by residents unable 
to wear masks who were concerned about the response 
they would get out in public. He warned it was important 
for people not to make assumptions - or rude comments 
- if they see people at indoor public places who are not 
wearing a mask. 

As Wollongong gets used to life where face masks are mandatory 
in many public indoor settings, it’s important to remember some 
people are lawfully exempt from the new rules.

IN THE NEWS
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“There are some quite legitimate reasons some people 
aren’t able to wear masks, and they might not be obvious 
when you look at someone,” he said.

“People should be able to go about their day - it’s 
good that people are being vigilant - but it’s important 
to remember that we don’t know everyone’s 
circumstances.” 

“So while we all need to be personally vigilant about our 
mask wearing, leave the enforcement up to police.”

The Blue Knot Foundation, which deals with complex 
trauma, has explained that masks can trigger previous 
experiences for survivors.

Foundation president Cathy Kezelman told AAP masks 
may reignite feelings of not being able to breathe for 
trauma survivors, including for people who had been 
through the recent bushfires. Others may have been 
assaulted by a person wearing a mask, or masks may 
bring up the feeling of being trapped and helpless, 
she said.

Likewise, Asthma Australia said there were a number 
of issues that could arise for people with asthma, with 
55% of respondents to a recent survey saying they 
had experienced breathing difficulties wearing a face 
covering, while a third said it made their asthma flare up.

Around one in eight respondents said they experienced 
negative reactions from the public when not wearing a 
face mask.

NSW Health has acknowledged that some community 
members have illnesses, conditions and/or disabilities 
that makes wearing a mask difficult or unsuitable, 
and said regulatory officers would be “focused on 
compliance when it comes to mask-wearing, rather than 
enforcement.”

“If someone has a medical condition which prevents 
them wearing a mask, having documentary evidence 
available, such as a letter from a registered health 
practitioner or a disability care provider, will assist assuring 
shops and retail premises that the person is complying with 
the Order,” a spokeswoman said.

“The Public Health Order does not give shop owners the 
right to refuse entry (enforcement is by way of a fine), 
but entry to premises will ultimately be a matter for the 
retailer.”

 
Exemptions
You are not required to wear a mask if you:

Have a physical or mental health illness or condition, 
or disability, that makes wearing a mask unsuitable 
(for example, a skin condition, an intellectual disability, 
autism or trauma).

You may remove your mask when you are:

Eating or drinking

Communicating with another person who is deaf or 
hard of hearing

Asked to remove your mask for identity purposes.

You may also remove your mask for the proper provision 
of goods or services, for example, if you are having a 
facial or beard trim.
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Malka Leifer faces an Australian court for the first 
time over abuse charges 

Malka Leifer has for the first time faced an Australian court 
charged with sexually abusing three sisters while principal 
of a Melbourne ultra-Orthodox Jewish school.

Leifer faces 74 charges and arrived back in the country 
on Wednesday night after being extradited from Israel 
following 13 years abroad.

She was charged in 2012 with offences against Dassi Erlich, 
Nicole Meyer and Elly Sapper while principal of the Adass 
Israel School at Elsternwick during the 2000s.

Leifer appeared in Melbourne Magistrates Court on 
Thursday via video link from North Melbourne Police 
Station.

It was her first Australian court appearance following years 
of extradition proceedings in Israel.

She did not respond when asked by magistrate Johanna 
Metcalf if she could see and hear the court.

Custody officials in the room with her confirmed the audio-
visual link was working.

Leifer sat with her head in her hands.

Lawyer Tony Hargreaves said she had significant mental 
health issues requiring various types of medication.

He asked for Leifer to be transferred to a prison as quickly 
as possible for the sake of her mental health, because the 
police station did not have the resources needed.

Mr Hargreaves also said Leifer, who wore a headscarf, had 
strict religious beliefs and special custody arrangements 
were needed to ensure she could comply with them.

She will undergo a 14-day mandatory quarantine.

She did not apply for bail and is due to face court again, 
also via video link, on April 9 for a committal mention.

Her accusers were last year granted a court order 
allowing them to speak publicly and under their real 
names about the case.

They tuned into the virtual court hearing.

Readers seeking support can contact Lifeline crisis support 
on 13 11 14, Suicide Call Back Service on 1300 659 467 and 
Kids Helpline on 1800 55 1800 (for young people aged 5 to 
25). More information is available at BeyondBlue.org.au 
and lifeline.org.au.

Anyone seeking information or support relating to sexual 
abuse can contact Bravehearts on 1800 272 831 or Blue 
Knot on 1300 657 380.

Malka Leifer has returned to Australia from Israel to face 74 counts 
of child sexual abuse.
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Irish survivors need real apology: expert 

About 9000 infants died in Irish homes for unmarried mothers 
mostly run by the Catholic Church from the 1920s to the 
1990s, according to the final report of a five-year inquiry 
published in Dublin on Tuesday.

The government-commissioned paper is the latest in a series 
that have laid bare some of the Catholic Church’s worst 
abuses.

The judicial investigation which produced it covered 18 
so-called Mother and Baby Homes where, over decades, 
young pregnant women were hidden from society.

Infants were taken from mothers and sent overseas to be 
adopted. Children were vaccinated without consent.

Dr Cathy Kezelman, president of the Australian-based Blue 
Knot Foundation, which deals with complex trauma, said the 
abuse of children and their mothers was “devastating and 
shocking”.

“There’s a level of cruelty, sadism and disregard for 
people’s human rights here that’s just unfathomable and 
indefensible,” Dr Kezelman told AAP.

But survivors’ hopes for a brighter future remain. Healing is 
absolutely possible with the right support.”

The head of the Irish Catholic Church unreservedly 
apologised to survivors and praised their determination 
to bring to light “a dark chapter in the life of church and 
society”.

And Dr Kezelman said while a “meaningful apology” could 

assist survivors in their recovery journey, it had to be coupled 
with real action.

“Acknowledgement is very important but it certainly doesn’t 
bring closure,” she said.

“All measures need to be taken to show how substantially 
the systems have changed - that children are safe and 
protected and that anyone coming forward to disclose 
abuse is listened to.

“It’s about being believed, heard, respected and 
honoured.”

Relatives allege babies were mistreated because they were 
born to unmarried mothers who, like their children, were seen 
as a stain on Ireland’s image as a devout Catholic nation.

The inquiry said those admitted included girls as young as 12.

Government records show the mortality rate for children at 
the homes where 56,000 women and girls, including victims 
of rape and incest, were sent to give birth, was often more 
than five times that of those born to married parents.

Blue Knot Foundation could neither confirm nor deny 
whether it had any contact with Australian-based survivors of 
the Irish homes, Dr Kezelman said.

But she said the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses 
to Child Sexual Abuse, which released its final report in 2017, 
demonstrated children were still being harmed in Australia.

“It’s not all over,” Dr Kezelman said.

Survivors of abuse in Irish homes for unmarried mothers and their 
children need a sincere apology and meaningful action, says an 
Australian trauma expert.
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Retta Dixon Home victims in limbo as operator 
AIM barred from National Redress Scheme 

Australian Indigenous Ministries (AIM), previously known as 
the Aborigines Inland Mission, ran the facility that housed 
mainly Aboriginal children, including many who identified 
as being part of the Stolen Generations.

AIM tried to join the National Redress Scheme, but was 
deemed ineligible by the Department of Social Services.

A spokesperson for the department told the ABC it 
prohibited AIM from joining the National Redress Scheme 
because it did not believe the organisation had enough 
money to adequately pay out potential claimants.

“To join, under the National Redress Act institutions must 
be able to demonstrate their capacity to pay redress for 
current and any possible future applicants over the life of 
the scheme,” a statement from the department read.

“As AIM has taken necessary steps to join the scheme it will 
not, at this stage, be subject to financial consequences.”

Administrative limbo

The news that AIM will not be required to participate in the 
National Redress Scheme has left a group of people who 
say they were abused at Retta Dixon unable to move their 
claims for redress forward.

As AIM is not a participating institution, survivors cannot 
expect to receive any financial compensation from the 
organisation.

Further, no “funder of last resort” has been identified, 
meaning neither the NT nor Federal Government have 
committed to picking up the tab for any redress payments 
that could be owed to former residents.

Anna Swain, the acting principal lawyer at knowmore 
Legal Service, which has provided legal advice to 10 
survivors of alleged sexual abuse at Retta Dixon, said the 
delay was devastating for the service’s clients.

“It’s frustrating, it’s disappointing, it feels as though they’ve 
been forgotten again,” she said.

The organisation that operated the infamous Retta Dixon Home in 
Darwin, where multiple children were allegedly raped and abused 
between 1947 and 1980, will not be a part of the National Redress 
Scheme.
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The lawyer said the situation illustrated a flaw in the current 
structure of the scheme that needed to be urgently fixed.

“The funder of last resort provision needs to be broadened 
so that in cases such as this, where an institution has tried 
to join the scheme but cannot because of their financial 
situation, state and commonwealth governments can 
step in and say, ‘We’ll pay for this,’” Ms Swain said.

Class action

In 2017 a landmark class action led to a settlement for 71 
of the people who say they were abused or mistreated 
while at Retta Dixon.

Stolen Generations NT chairperson Eileen Cummings says 
this went some way to healing the wounds of the past, but 
not everyone who was abused while at Retta Dixon was 
included in the settlement.

In the years after the class action, when former Retta 
Dixon residents came to her saying they needed redress 
from their time in the home, Ms Cummings directed them 
to the National Redress Scheme.

She said she was disappointed it had not delivered swift 
compensation, acknowledgement and justice.

She urged the Commonwealth Government to quickly 
find a solution to the current problem.

“The people that have put into the redress scheme are still 
suffering,” she said.

“We see them on a daily basis.

“There are a lot of [Retta Dixon] children that are 
elderly, they’ve got chronic illnesses, and surely the 
Commonwealth can come to the party and try and help 
these people.”

AIM willing to apologise

In a statement provided to the ABC, general director 
of Australian Indigenous Ministries (previously Aborigines 
Inland Mission) Cliff Letcher said his organisation did 
attempt to join the scheme.

“We have indicated to the National Redress Scheme our 
desire to provide support for the survivors,” the statement 
read.

“They have indicated that, under their current regulations, 
if we cannot meet our financial obligations we cannot 
participate in any other way through the National Redress 
Scheme to support them.”

Mr Letcher offered an olive branch to former residents of 
Retta Dixon, whose allegations of mistreatment are from 
decades before he managed the organisation.

“Should any of the survivors wish to contact us directly to 
be able to tell their story and receive an apology it is my 
belief that our organisation would be willing to undertake 
such a meeting,” a statement read.

Claims hanging in the balance

For the former residents of Retta Dixon seeking 
compensation and acknowledgement under the National 
Redress Scheme, a wait that has gone on for decades 
continues.

In a statement, a Department of Social Services 
spokesperson said the fate of National Redress Scheme 
applications relating to Retta Dixon Home would be 
discussed at an as-yet-unscheduled Ministers’ Redress 
Scheme Governance Board Meeting in 2021.

Ms Cummings hopes her message is heard loud and clear 
in any such discussion.

“I want [the Commonwealth] to take responsibility, 
because they were the ones that removed the children in 
the first place,” she said.

Stolen Generations NT chairperson Eileen Cummings says the 

Commonwealth Government take responsibility for redress claims relating 

to Retta Dixon Home.(ABC News: Dane Hirst)

The home was operating from 1946 to 1980.(Supplied)
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Royal Commission exposes demeaning 
and exploitative practices against  
workers with disabilities 

Warning: some listeners may find aspects of this program 
confronting.

Media reports can remind us of the devastating impact 
that early abuse has on mental health. Dissociative 
identity disorder is a condition which can develop as a 
protective mechanism against trauma, and we hear the 
compelling account of a woman who, after a childhood 
of family abuse, lived with identities too numerous to 
count—and how she eventually became integrated.

This program was first broadcast in February 2017 

Duration: 29min 6sec

Broadcast: Sun 10 Jan 2021, 12:30pm

More Information

Blue Knot Foundation Helpline 1300 657 380

external link SANE Australia 1800 18 7263

external link Beyond Blue 1300 22 4636

external link Talking About Trauma: a paper by Blue Knot

external link Trauma and Dissociation Unit, Belmont 
Hospital, Brisbane

external link Living with dissociative identity disorder by 
Kallena

Watch here: https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/
programs/allinthemind/dissociation-and-coping-
with-trauma/12943142images/$zoom_0.53%2C$mu
ltiply_1.5109%2C$ratio_1.776846%2C$width_1059%
2C$x_0%2C$y_81/t_crop_custom/q_62%2Cf_auto/
d3beb17ebfe5b6d9779b914011c6087cbc39027b

Guests

Dr. Cathy Kezelman 
President, Blue Knot Foundation

Professor Warwick Middleton 
Director, Trauma and Dissociation Unit,
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Breaking Free is Blue Knot Foundation’s monthly eNewsletter for survivors of 
childhood trauma, their supporters and community members.  
For feedback or to contribute, please email newsletter@blueknot.org.au or  
call (02) 8920 3611.

Blue Knot Foundation makes every effort to provide readers of its website and newsletters with information which is accurate and helpful. It is not however 
a substitute for counselling or professional advice. While all attempts have been made to verify all information provided, Blue Knot Foundation cannot 
guarantee and does not assume any responsibility for currency, errors, omissions or contrary interpretation of the information provided.
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