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ANGUS MITCHELL ORATION - DELIVERED BY P.P. DAVID WITTNER - 23rd FEBRUARY, 1994

My fellow Rotarians,

This club first held the Angus Mitchell oration in 1971. In the course of the past 23 years, a distinguished collection of people have delivered it, and I count seven of them in today's audience.

Up until today, the selection process seems to have worked impressively.  We have had the Angus Mitchell oration delivered by two Past Presidents and one Past Vice President of Rotary International, one State Governor and one Governor General, eight church leaders and five who can be classified as University faculty heads or vice chancellors.

Then for good measure, a chief justice, a Past District Governor, an Industrialist, a leading QC and our top scientist.

By now you must surely be wondering what on earth prompted President Gerry to ask a shoe salesman to do the job!

Angus Mitchell was once in a similar predicament.  His opening remarks were:

'The subject was not my choice.  Neither was the speaker!  I took what I regarded as adequate evasive action about both matters but without success.  So here I am - and there you are - and I leave it to you to decide which of us deserves the most sympathy!'

Happily, nine members of this club have proceeded me in delivering the Angus Mitchell oration.  They alone would know of the honour that being asked represents.

There will be, I suspect, a fair number here who wonder why it is that we honour Angus Mitchell at about this time each year.

We do it because we link Angus Mitchell with Rotary's birthday.  By happy coincidence, today is the 89th birthday of our organisation, it having been given life on this very day in 1905 in Chicago.

Angus Mitchell was inducted into this club in 1927, some 6 years after its formation.  He served as President in 1931-32, and had the unusual experience of being District Governor on two occasions before the second world war.

He served as a Director of Rotary International in 1937-38 and its President in 1948-49, with very great distinction.  He was the first Australian to do so, and we are delighted to have with us today our honorary Member and the third Australian to be President of Rotary International - Royce Abbey, who also distinguished Australian Rotary with a memorable year of office, and continues to do so as Chairman of the Rotary Foundation Trustees.

After the war, Angus was imbued with the need to re-establish Rotary in Japan.  He believed that the internationality of Rotary was central to maintaining the peace.

Not everyone shared his view.  Too many wounds were too fresh and too numerous.  But Rotary's growth in Japan has been vindication, if ever it was needed, of one man's vision.

Looking back at the cold facts of Angus' Rotary involvement doesn't give us an insight to his views about Rotary.  Nor does it say anything to us about his hopes and aspirations for Rotary in Australia and throughout the world.

So I thought that it might be appropriate to compare the period of his greatest Rotary influence to that in which we find ourselves today, and to take stock (as it were) of our present situation.

Recently, I visited the State Library of Victoria with the objective of looking through the substantial material and memorabilia that Angus donated to the library.

I was looking for some insight into his hopes and aspirations for the Rotary world in the years that led up to his year of office as World President, and in the period that succeeded it.  I'm glad I did.  It was a special experience.

The personal letters exchanged between Angus and Paul Harris, and the many other leaders of Rotary enable one to conclude that the Angus Mitchell philosophy for Rotary's growth could be achieved by the acceptance of these guidelines:

1. That genuine friendship amongst Rotarians was fundamental to everything Rotary stood for. It enabled a club to function, a district to operate, and international understanding and good will to happen through Rotary.

2. That Communities would benefit if clubs would broaden their vision in adopting projects which, if too ambitious for one club, could be adopted by an amalgamation of clubs pulling together.

3. That Rotary could embrace projects that would not otherwise be tackled on a global scale by individual nations, simply because the day would come when Rotary's unique structure would enable it to. 

4. That Rotary had a special responsibility towards youth, and that a number of initiatives must be directed to the 'youth of today' because they become the 'citizens of tomorrow'.

5. That whilst the extension of Rotary was an important element in the growth of the organisation, of equal importance was the need to ensure that Rotarians knew more about what Rotary really stands for, what it achieves and how it functions.

6. And that for Rotary to flourish, it must be kept simple, so that its principles were easily understood and its objectives easily recognised.

Perhaps today, being Rotary's 89th birthday, and some 46 years since Angus Mitchell was its President, is an appropriate time to reflect on what has been achieved, and what we might consider could be a constructive critique of what might be done better in the years that lie ahead.

As you would expect, there are many pluses 'on the board'. I'm going to take the liberty of using the Angus Mitchell 'check-list' so as to, figuratively speaking, take Rotary's pulse!

Firstly, on the score of friendship between Rotarians, Angus would surely have been well satisfied.  The fellowship that exists in this club, in this District, and as evidenced during last year's International Convention in Melbourne throughout the Rotary World, is not illusory.  It is real.  It is genuine.

And it forms the basis upon which Rotary operates.

It is surely a reasonable conclusion that no Rotarian would choose to remain in a voluntary movement with others unless there was a pleasure in association.

A Rotarian may be driven by a consuming passion to provide a service.  I doubt that he or she would wish to continue doing so in a club or in a community service organisation if there was no friendship with others in the process.

89 years ago, Paul Harris and three friends founded Rotary in Chicago.  It would not have happened had there not been a bond of friendship between them.

Fellowship has been recognised as the basis of all Rotary endeavour.  It's as true today as it was 89 years ago. 

------- 0000 -------

The second item on the 'check-list' relates to club projects, and one has the benefit of looking back with some satisfaction at projects that have been successfully undertaken and completed.

In a club like this, over 73 years, we can take pride in our involvement in many worthy causes that have been served.  I'll not bore you with a recitation of them for they are well documented, and I think, well enough known.

But permit me the licence to focus on three.

In recent times, we have had an active part to play in conjunction with the Salvation Army and the Crossroads project for youth.  It was an example of how the members of this club could combine to provide a hands-on involvement in an excellent project.

We identified a need.  We strengthened a liaison with caring professionals who continue their marvellous work for a disadvantaged section of society.

We worked in a partnership providing administrative skills and experience.  And it became a role model for others to follow.

But I have to say that it was some 10 years ago.

Another major project this club undertook was to establish the Heart Risk Reduction clinic at the Baker

Medical Research Institute.  It, too, was a fine project and one about which we could feel justifiably proud, but that was six years ago.

In 1976, we achieved something not previously attempted by this club.  We worked with neighbouring Rotary Clubs in building significant extensions for the Claremont homes for the aged.

The project had everything going for it.  It was ambitious but achievable.  It involved many of our members and drew upon the varied talents we could collectively offer.  It brought together a number of clubs for a common goal.  It satisfied a need in the community, and it achieved much in the name of Rotary.

Angus Mitchell would have been proud of it - but, it was 18 years ago!  And so the question that remains is:

Has the need for such projects been satisfied, or has our enthusiasm, and ability to identify them, gone away?  Is it possible that we have lost the urge to identify areas of need and apply Rotary skills to the benefit of the community in which we live?

Or do our batteries need re-charging, and if this is the case, how do we achieve it?

I know there are many fine causes we have supported, largely from the proceeds of our annual appeals.  Of course they are worthy of support - but I'm suggesting that the time has come for a major community service project again.

You will remember that a marvellous slogan was used in the 1972 election.  Perhaps, as Rotarians, we could be forgiven for borrowing it for our own use.

It's time, Rotarians. It's time!
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The third item on the check-list would have exceeded Angus Mitchell's wildest dreams.

He envisaged that Rotary could embrace projects, because Rotary, with its unique structure, would be able to achieve what others could not.  But it's doubtful if even he, in the early post war years, could have anticipated the extraordinary growth of the Rotary Foundation, and the scope of the programs the Foundation supports.

You may know something of the work of the foundation, but the scope of it is truly breathtaking.

Currently, in US dollar terms, the Foundation investment portfolio is in excess of $400 million.  The humanitarian, educational and cultural exchange programs of the Foundation are its main expense.

Since the inception of the Polio Plus program, you would know that more than 600 million children have been immunised against Polio.  By the year 2000, the program is scheduled for completion, with Polio eradicated from the world.  By that time, Rotary will have invested more than $300 million in Polio Plus alone.

It prompts this question:  If Polio Plus had not been a Rotary initiative, who could have attempted it on a global scale?

The fastest growing Foundation Program is that of matching grants, through which funds are provided to Rotary clubs and districts for International Service projects.

The beauty of the grants program is that each grant must involve Rotarians in at least two different countries - and inevitably, one of these is likely to be classified as a developing country.  This year, there will be about 600 matching grants, worldwide.

Additional programs sponsored by the Foundation include Ambassadorial Scholarships, Peace Forums and Group Study Exchange.  To mention them so briefly does them no justice.

But there is no better way for us as Rotarians to recognise the International characteristic of our organisation than to contemplate what the Rotary Foundation is, what is does - and what it achieves.

Angus Mitchell would indeed have been proud!
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Returning to our check-list, one recognises the obvious need for Rotary to be concerned about Youth.

Clearly, our organisation has developed a number of initiatives which reveal our understanding that today's youth are tomorrow's citizens.

One counts among these the superb student exchange program, wherein Rotary finances and arranges annually for some 10,000 young people, aged between 16 and 17, to spend a year of their lives in another country, experiencing a different culture, a varied education and perhaps the most memorable year of their lives.

The value of this program towards furthering international understanding and goodwill is incalculable.  In Australia this year, we have sent about 550 away, and hosted a similar number.  And current Australian youth exchange links us with 28 countries throughout the world.

Other youth initiatives have originated from this country.  I refer to Rotary Youth Leadership Awards (RYLA) and Rotary Youth Program of Enrichment (RYPEN).  And I should include ROTARACT whenever reference to Rotary's involvement with Youth is made.

There is little doubt that Rotary has certainly had a youth focus in many of its programs.

But over the last 50 years, we have experienced in this country a substantial population shift.  Because Rotary has youth programs in place, perhaps it is pertinent for us to move our focus to the older section of society.

There are, today, more middle-aged and more senior citizens over the age of 65 than ever before, and they will continue to represent an increasing portion of our population.  This is not purely an Australian phenomenon, but it is one that we should think about.

The implications of this population ageing for groups like Rotary are very real.  We are not only living longer, we are living in times that are not necessarily comforting times for those of advancing years.

The recent recession, unemployment levels and the forced early retirements on substantial number of able people who do not wish to be out of work, collectively point the way for groups like Rotary to become involved.

30 years ago, this club had a total of 33 Rotarians on the Welfare of the Elderly committee.  It was an active group who evolved a number of splendid initiatives which last to this day.

Without meaning any disrespect to today's committee of the same name, there must be a program that Rotary, and this club in particular, can initiate and promote.

The need surely exists.  Our job is to develop the eyes to see perceptibly, and the will to apply Rotary skills and influence.  This could be our challenge for the nineties.

------- 0000 -------

The next item on the check-list is that which concerns itself with the growth of Rotary.

During Angus Mitchell's year of International Presidency, there were some 300,000 Rotarians in more than 6,000 clubs worldwide.  As at January 1st, this year, the numbers were about 1.2 million Rotarians and this represented a growth in both membership and clubs of some 300% in the space of 46 years.

In Australia, the records are not complete for the comparable period.  However, in the last 12 years, clubs have grown by 129%, but membership just 9%.  Currently, Australian Rotary pips the 40,000 mark.

Angus had a view about the extension of Rotary.  He strongly advocated that for the organisation to flourish, extension was important.  But he used to emphasise that the extension of Rotary knowledge within the membership was equally important.

Were he with us today - he may have raised a bushy eye-brow in questioning if we've made sufficient progress on that score.

In 1980, past President of R.I. Clem Renouf spoke at the Regional Rotary Institute in Hobart.

In referring to membership growth, he said that 'younger people are attracted more to a cause than an organisation.  Thus, if we are to entice them into Rotary, they will need to see our organisation as one which is concerned with and involved in significant issues.'

We're not likely to attract them on the basis that we've been established for many years and have earned a reputation for high ethical standards in business, and generosity in contributing to worthy causes.

They are more likely to seek identification with organisations active in trying to solve major problems, and to be more concerned with social conscience than social standing.

Perhaps this says something about the loss of members that clubs are concerned about.  Could it be that we attract members but lose more than we should, as their Rotary commitment wanes too soon after they join our ranks?

Could it be that we don't adequately give new members the Rotary knowledge that they need in order to become committed to the cause?

I think both questions call for a positive response.

------- 0000 -------

And this leads me on to the last item in this pulse-taking check list. It is concerned with keeping Rotary simple.

Over the years, you and I have heard addresses on numerous Rotary topics.  The title of these addresses gives an insight into the content:  'Rotary at the Crossroads', or "What's wrong with Rotary.'

Well, I'll tell you what I think is wrong with Rotary.  The answer is : 'VERY LITTLE'!

The last thing I wish to do is to leave you with the impression that there is no need to critically examine

our objectives or our procedures at either Club or District level.

Every club undergoes changes to its membership structure.  New skills and talents become available as new members are added.  It is a compelling reason why clubs need to examine their committee structure, deleting those whose time has passed, and adding others to deal with current projects and initiatives.

Similarly, administrative procedures need to be considered so as to encourage best practice, commensurate with resources the club has available.

But this need not, and ought not, be so complicated a process.  It boils down to the keeping Rotary simple aim.

It would be productive if such 'navel-gazing' as clubs periodically undergo, did not lead us into the trap of contracting - PARALYSIS by ANALYSIS!

Angus Mitchell addressed a small club in Texas in 1948. He said:

'We must ever be mindful that Rotary's simplicity, its idealism, is not swamped by authority, precedent and machinery.  We must be careful to preserve simplicity in our organisation, and its administration'.

All of us should heed those words.  If we go off the track, it's only fine tuning that's needed to have us focus afresh on why we joined Rotary in the first place.

We joined because we wanted to belong to the worldwide movement of Rotary.  We knew then that it was a community service organisation with ideals and objectives we recognised and valued.

Nothing has changed. It still is.

------- 0000 -------

In perusing the Angus Mitchell papers at the State Library, I was fascinated to read of a number of organisations that were formed long before 1905, which had some structural similarity with Rotary, but which, alas, are no more.

One that caught my eye was called "The Two Penny Club", founded by an Englishman in 1711.  The rules for the club appealed to me, and in particular, these three:

1. 'If any member swears or curses, his fellow members may give him a kick upon the shins'.

2. 'If any member absents himself he shall forfeit a penny for the use of the club unless in case of sickness or imprisonment'.

3. 'None of the club shall have his clothes or shoes made or mended but by a brother member'.

I wonder if our constitution needs updating?

In his final address to the convention over which he presided in New York, Angus Mitchell concluded with these words:

"Let us reaffirm our faith in a common purpose, a common conviction and a common devotion.  Let us be determined to seek to understand the minds of other people and to weigh their interests alongside our own.  Let us make a decision not to be just members of a Rotary club, but Rotarians in the fullest sense".

What more could one add to those three sentences, spoken 45 years ago - sentences which reveal the deep insight of a great Rotarian who had a vision of Rotary's destiny and devoted so much of his life to it.
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