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President Ita, my dear friend
Distinguished delegates.



 
How lovely it is to be here --- 
to be home in the Brisbane winter --- 
for this important occasion.
 
Last week I was on a State Visit to Vietnam. I went to 4 amazing cities: Hanoi, Danang, Hue and Ho Chi
Minh City, and then to Vung Tau to lay a wreath at the Go Cat War Cemetery 
and to honour those who died at the Battle of Long Tan.
 

 
I met senior leaders, and many outstanding Vietnamese and Australian people working in programs to
support the extraordinary development that is taking place in that country. 
 
A theme that emerged in many of my meetings was the need to ensure that 
all people benefit from progress, 
that none are left out, or left behind.
 
Compassion alongside development, if you will.
 

 
There were so many memorable projects and initiatives --- in education, HIV/AIDS prevention and
treatment, 
child safety. 
 
One experience I will cherish was at the Fred Hollows Preventable Blindness Project in Hue.
 
I knew Fred Hollows - a truly great Australian -- and I have the greatest admiration and respect for the
work he did, as a courageous medical pioneer, 
and that he inspired others to follow through the Foundation in his name.
 
I could never have imagined that one day I would be privileged to take the bandages off the eyes of
some old ladies who had had cataract surgery.
 
They were so lovely to let me do that. I want to show you.
¢¢
 
My friends
 
I have been thinking very deeply about what to talk about today - what contribution I could make to this
conference.
 
I want to begin by saying how proud I am to be Patron of Alzheimer's Australia.
 
And I want to congratulate Alzheimer's Australia on bringing us together to talk about an issue of
importance to all Australians, particularly given our ageing population.
 
The data are well known to this audience --- 269,000 people in Australia with 1,500 cases diagnosed
each week. 
 
There are many other facts and figures 
I could give that are also gravely concerning, but you know them too.
They have far reaching implications for medical research, for our health system, for civic and urban
design, education, community engagement.
 
But most of all for people with Alzheimer's and for their families.



 
It's devastating for them, and for all of us who care.
 
Perhaps it's about my age, the generation that I belong to, but certainly this disease is an aspect of life
that I'm very conscious of --- we are all connected to it through 
our families, friendships, and neighbourhoods.
Are we doing the best we can in responding to the needs of people with the disease, and the hundreds of
thousands of carers who are committed to helping their loved ones retain quality of life?
 
 
I want to talk a little about two friends whose journeys I have shared --- observed would be a better
word --- 
and the conversations I have had with them looking for advice --- carers with long yards behind them,
and most likely ahead too.
 
John Ruddy, our much loved family GP and neighbour was diagnosed with Alzheimer's when he was
55 - 
twelve years ago.
 
My children grew up with his.
 
John cared for us with professional dedication, warmth and extraordinary kindness.
 
He worked long hours and long days, with his practice in the city, hospital and home visits. He seemed
invincible.
 

 
Of course we couldn't believe his diagnosis, and we didn't want to.
 
This fine man who'd given his life to caring for others, who was such fun, so vital.
 
In 2000 John decided to close his practice.
 
Income protection provided a buffer against the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune; his wife Carole
explained to me.
 
Medication seemed to slow the disease, and John was supported by all around him, the locals, the coffee
shop, the church.
But inevitably things became more difficult for him and for Carole, wife, carer, decision maker --- you
know, 
just about everything.
 
In December 2008 John went into a nursing home in a nearby suburb. 
One where he had cared for many elderly people whom we all knew --- a gentle irony somehow.
 
He struggled with the most distressing agitation for 18 months.
 
I remember feeling the agony of the stress all through his body as I hugged him.
 
Now he lives in slow deterioration, walking a little, shuffling, sleeping most of the day, Parkinsonian
symptoms.
 
Carole, his carer, mother and grandmother, speech pathologist, opera singer, vivacious friend, puts on a
vest of courage every morning.
 
I asked for her permission to speak about John today.



 
What should I emphasise this morning?

 
Her key messages:
 
First: the need for straight talking at the time of diagnosis from someone who knows about Alzheimer's,
the consequences of the diagnosis, preparation for the tough stuff, 
the implacable progress of the disease that wears the family down --- the importance of financial
planning at the outset. 
 
Second: Do not stereotype people with Alzheimer's. Every journey is different. Each person is
unique. But of course there is much to share in a way that gives help and encouragement.
Carole speaks of the importance of maintaining a sense of humour, 
and of the comfort provided by "the girls" - women in the same circumstances whom she has met at
John's nursing home. 
 
Again and again in my life I have seen the confidence, insights, understanding, encouragement, honesty
that come from those in the same boat, those who are there doing it, who know what it's really like, the
heavy burdens, the anxiety, the loss. 
 
As we concluded our talk, Carole asked me: "How's Hazel?".
 
Hazel Hawke's name comes up often.
She has been my friend for many years, 
a vibrant exciting energetic rigorous woman, with a wonderful laugh that accompanies a great sense of
humour, the perfect example of a "people person".
 
On my last visit to her, in the home she lives in now, we sat at the piano singing hymns --- it was a
Sunday afternoon and somehow "Now O Lord The Day Has Ended" struck a tender note in my heart. 
 
I remembered Hazel in a hot pink, full skirted dress, playing the piano on the Opera House stage with
the SSO.
 
How proud we all were of her. How she glowed.
 
Music has been a great passion in Hazel's life.
 
I think many of you are familiar with Hazel's story of Alzheimer's.
 
Her daughter Sue, with Hazel Flynn, 
has written an engaging and evocative chronology of "A creeping thing".
 
They describe the early symptoms --- 
so amorphous and gradual, 
so open to other interpretations, 
that there is no starting point.
Sue says: "I feel strongly that we need to recognise this because I have found the notion that the
presence of Alzheimer's wasn't spotted early enough can hit carers badly."
 
People will sometimes torture themselves thinking "I should have seen &hellip;.." 
or "I should have known &hellip;" 
despairing about why, when a particular thing happened, they didn't understand its implications.
 
As if knowing could have changed things.
 
But it's only when you realise that there is a problem that the key stages emerge - Recognition,



Understanding, Adaptation and Acceptance.
 
I marvel when I look back on the way Hazel and Sue and those dear, dealt with "the messy continuum",
the way Hazel continued to participate in public life, in the Constitutional Convention, for example. 
 
She has always been a wonderful speaker, capable of quietly inspiring rooms full of people.
 
I marvel too at the way Sue talks about the really tough patches, about the right to self-determination,
about the choices we make:
 
·     "I believe that to care &hellip;&hellip; is to support self-respect,  &hellip;&hellip;. a subjective
perception of independence&hellip;" 
 
What courageous service Hazel gave to Alzheimer's. "Going public - coming out of the closet", helping
in a powerful and constructive way to get this dreadful debilitating disease on to our national radar.
 

 
Sue spoke to me last week about the work we still have to do to break down the stigma that Alzheimer's
continues to face in 2011.
 
We must talk about it
About what it is
What it is not
 
We must talk about
Difference
Disability
 
About embracing these aspects of our lives, our shared humanity.
 

 
I commend Alzheimer's Australia 
on your valuable contribution in leading discussion and debate, and the crucial role you play in
promoting research - 
the key to understanding all those unknowns:
Why
How
When
Who
 
I want to mention in particular "Mind your Mind", the dementia risk reduction program.
 

 
I think your website is a marvellous tool that we need to visit to keep in touch with ways of reducing
our risks - the seven signposts to keep our brains healthy.
 
Thank you for the work you do every day - for the source of courage, support, and hope you offer.
 
As Sue Hawke writes: 
·     Compassion isn't some woolly word or something to talk about in church on Sundays.
 

 
I think it's one of the basic qualities of being human, and it's one we can nurture and cultivate in



ourselves and in others.
It doesn't matter what your belief system is, or who, or where, you are, 
compassion works.
 
Thank you Ita, for your leadership. 
 
Thank you Alzheimer's Australia for what you do for our community, our country.
 
 


