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Good morning ladies and gentlemen, distinguished guests. My name is David Toovey

and it is an honour to speak to you today. To begin, I would like to acknowledge the

traditional owners of this land, the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin nation.

I was thirteen years old when I first witnessed poverty and injustice first-hand and up

close. At that age, simply taking the train to Flinders Street Station felt daring and

adventurous. Instead, I found myself at Melbourne airport, passport and tickets clenched

in my hand, waiting to board a plane to Papua New Guinea.

A few short hours away, my understanding of the world, and all its great problems and

awesome possibilities, would change forever.

As I stepped off the plane in Port Moresby, I was hit by a wall of humidity, heat like I

had never known that was both dense and oppressive. But I was struck by something

else, something far more jarring to a 13 year old mind. I was confronted by the stark and

inescapable reality of grinding poverty. I was stunned by the realization that opportunity

and justice are not available to everyone as they were in such abundance to me and my

friends.



For two weeks, I lived alongside another thirteen year old boy called Petrus in a tiny

village called Awala, four hours by truck from the nearest town. One day, I got sick

drinking from the village water supply. I told Petrus I thought I was going to die. He just

laughed at me, which didn’t help.He told me an ambulance would and come get me, and

soon his father arrived with a wheelbarrow.

I looked at Petrus, then at the wheelbarrow, then at his Dad.

They both saw what I was thinking and nodded. The medical clinic was 5 kilometres

away, and this was my ambulance. They helped me climb aboard, and off we went.

I survived the wheelbarrow ride and, with the help of some incredibly painful injections,

the fever passed. The experience was memorable, and not just because of the

wheelbarrow. It was because of the extraordinary kindness and compassion of Petrus, his

father, the clinic staff and the village community itself who all played a part in nursing

me back to health.

After witnessing how Petrus and his family suffer every day from poverty and

deprivation, I knew I needed to do something about it. On returning home, I learnt that

1.4 billion people live on less than $US1.25 a day –that is about the same as the

population of Europe, North America and Japan combined! I learnt that 10 million

children die every year due to poverty. And these days, climate change is making matters

much worse with 300,000 people dying from causes related to global warming last year

alone.

Five years after saying goodbye to Petrus and his family, I became CEO of youth run aid

and development organisation the Oaktree Foundation, whose mission involves providing

education to young people who live in the poorest parts of the world. My role was to lead

over 400 volunteers, in Australia and abroad, along with a supporter base of over 15,000

people to try and break the cycle of poverty.



I was asked to present here today following on from my involvement in the Supreme

Court Justice Leadership program, where I spoke to the Honourable Justice Marilyn

Warren and her team on the topic of legacy. Just as it was then, it is a privilege to share

with you some of my perspective on giving and some of the things I have learnt through

my experiences.

The earth we live on today is facing some unique and daunting challenges. The global

financial crisis has simultaneously demonstrated how interconnected and interdependent

nations are and has also undermined trust in our institutions and each other. Climate

change is progressing much worse than we thought just a few years ago. Poverty

continues to tear at the heart of far too many communities, families and lives in every

corner of the globe.

To have any chance at changing this world for the better, we need to work together with

urgency and unprecedented cooperation. We must find a way to strengthen our societies

and the communities within them. I believe every one of us has a role to play in

strengthening our communities.

Being part of a community involves more than just showing up.

It is about individuals making meaningful connections with one another, to form high

quality relationships based on trust and mutual respect. This is a community that can

tackle the toughest challenges there are.

And making this possible starts with every single one of us.

I have witnessed some of the most abject poverty you could imagine. But wherever I

have been fortunate enough to visit –from PNG to South Africa to East Timor –I have

been struck by the strength of the human connections despite the most harrowing

conditions. Many have little to eat, no money for basic needs like clothes or a place to

live with dignity but they have each other. Every single day, these communities refuse to



give up, whatever the odds. They are tackling HIV-AIDS epidemics, malaria outbreaks,

a lack of clean water, drought and famine.

And yet because of their strong relationships, progress is slowly but surely occurring. It’s 

the peer education programs in South Africa teaching young people about HIV and

AIDS, it’s the rebuilding of hundreds of schools across East Timor, and it’s the teacher 

training programs in PNG opening schools that have been closed for over 15 years.

Dollar and development assistance from countries like Australia is important, but the

most important currency of all is their own unshakeable sense of cooperation and

determination to build a better life for their families and community.

The traditional Zulu greeting is Sawubona. It means, "I see you".

Allowing yourself to be truly and wholly seen is the greatest lesson I have learned on my

travels, and I wanted to pass it on to you today. I encourage you to be real (present) with

everyone around you. Be vulnerable. Open a window inside yourself for others to see

who you really are.

That is the first step to becoming a giving person.

We live in a very individualistic society. Every man for himself! Dog eat dog! You

snooze, you lose! But our society should be judged not by how generously it rewards

those lucky enough to get an education, a job and generate wealth but by how well it

treats its least fortunate members.

When was it that we lost sight of the empathy deficit for the financial deficit? Because

it’s the empathy deficit that’s in short supply. 

It’s what allows us to grieve for the loss of a single child, yet ignore the loss of 10 million 

every year to poverty. It’s the deficit that allows us to stand by while thousands lose their 

homes to climate change.



If we truly saw each other, could we really let this continue to happen?

We have challenges ahead of us that many consider to be the greatest that humankind has

ever faced. I’m 20, hopefully with many years of life ahead of me but sometimes I get

daunted and cynical. Cynical about what the world’s leaders are doing to solve climate 

change, cynical about how societies treat the least fortunate among them and cynical

about how my peers choose to spend their time. Because if we remain disconnected,

disoriented and disheartened individuals we have no chance.

But when I hear and see the incredible work done by millions around the world, who give

of themselves to make our home a better place, I can’t help but hope. 

I am not inheriting today, I’m inheriting the future, and my generation has to hope that

it’s possible to create a real future, not just for the elite, but for every single human being. 

Through the Oaktree Foundation, I was let in to the lives of some incredible individuals.

Business leaders and experts in various fields from around the world became my mentors

and taught me so much and helped me in ways that I can’t even begin to describe. 

So here’s my message: be brave. Allow yourself to be seen.  Reach out to someone you 

respect and admire. Find a mentor, or become one.

Find ways to share your knowledge and experiences. Open yourself to learning. This is

the first act of giving. It is genuine, deep human connections that make us stronger –

starting with you and me and everyone we know.

Communities built on powerful and rich relationships can tackle the most immense

problems we face.

So open up and open out. Find a friend, an old one or a new one.



Find them and say, “Sawubona”.


