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AAFICS represents retired officials from the United Nations and its agencies and funds. Former 
officials of other international organizations are also welcome to become members. We offer a link 
to UN retirees through occasional social events, as well as contacts for information and advice 
about retirement in Australia. We are affiliated to FAFICS in Geneva, the Federation of 57 
associations similar to ours and an essential source of advice on pension-related issues and on 
after-service-health insurance schemes.  

This newsletter has been printed and circulated with funds from the AAFICS membership. 

 
Editor’s	Note:  

Dear AAFICS friends. As you will be aware, our former AAFICS President, Mary Johnson, recently 
stepped away from the role after exemplary service over a period of many years. Thank you, 
Mary, your commitment and expertise, not to mention your encyclopedic knowledge of the 
more arcane areas of the UNJSPF system, have been simply outstanding in enhancing the 
collegiality, welfare and interests of AAFICS members. This edition of the biannual Newsletter 
includes words of thanks to Mary for her unfailing service. We are also very pleased to welcome 
our incoming AAFICS President, Jennifer Ashton, who has stepped up to the plate and has now 
taken on the role. Thank you, Jennifer. This July edition of the Newsletter is, we hope, a sign that 
we can continue the tradition of producing two a year (the next in December). Of course, your 
Editor seeks input from you so that we can share information and let others know of your 
interests and ‘doings’. Please do e-mail us accordingly. Now, to this edition’s news and the 
mailbag. Let’s start at the beginning and meet our new President. 

WELCOME TO JENNIFER ASHTON! 
 

Thank you to all AAFICS members for the confidence you have placed in me. From the outset, I 
wish to recognize Mary Johnson, who has been our most extraordinary and wonderful president 
for the last 13 years.  She wants to devote more of her time to travelling in Europe and her 
painting so, as one of the AAFICS younger set, it was my honour to take over.  Mary leaves 
enormous shoes to step into, but she has very graciously guided and advised me, and even spent 
part of her European holiday in following up ASHI (After Service Health Insurance) issues! 
 
Who am I?  After being educated at the Friends School in Hobart, I finally graduated from the 
University of Tasmania as a social worker in 1978.  I then worked for various government 
departments in Melbourne before moving to Newcastle, where two wonderful children, James 
and Alexandra, were born.   
 
My first forays into the international scene came about because of my Quakers (Society of 
Friends) connections. At the time, the Quakers had scrupulously tried giving aid to both sides of 
the then raging Indo-China conflict and this stance was recognised by all involved, enabling the 
Quakers to stay on in both Vietnam and Laos after 1975, and then also in Cambodia when it was 



 

 

finally liberated from the Pol Pot regime in 1979.  At the time, the political situation was such 
that the Australian government could only funnel substantial aid to Indo-China through NGOs, 
as it could not do so bi-laterally, or even through multilateral agencies. I undertook project 
monitoring visits to the region for Quaker Service Australia and this turned into a three-year 
posting, with family in tow, as the Head of an NGO consortium in Phnom Penh from 1986.  The 
country was devastated and the conditions difficult.  We lived in a very rundown hotel 
compound, in the company of the other 80 expatriates (men, women and children), and were 
under curfew from 9pm to 6am as the threat of the Khmer Rouge was still present.  Cambodia 
was cut off from the world, and it was only the (then) Soviet-bloc that recognised the 
Vietnamese-backed regime.  Consumer goods were few and far between, the only treat being 
the caviar that Russian pilots would sell to local shop owners. 
 

 
 

(Jennifer, Alexandra and James in Normandy, France during a recent European visit.  
The British coastline can be seen in the background across La Manche.) 

 
Some years after my time in Indo-China and safely back in Australia (supposedly happily settled 
into a job with the then AusAID), the call came in 1992 to join UNHCR in Cambodia to undertake 
the return of refugees who had been living in camps in Thailand for up to 20 years. 
 
That experience, and a one-year contract valid only for the Cambodian operation, was the start 
of a 23-year career with UNHCR (including a two-year secondment to UNAIDS in Myanmar).  
During my UNHCR service, I have been posted in, or on mission to, Cambodia, Nepal, Geneva, 
Kosovo, Afghanistan, Malaysia, Zambia and Kazakhstan. I have worked in emergencies as well as 
regular operations, but UNHCR is not the glamour end of the UN as 60% of the duty stations are 
in the ‘hardship’ category. Refugees flee across borders into remote regions, not into capital 
cities! I worked variously in community services (UNHCR-speak for social work), resettlement 
and human resources, before finishing my career in the area of representation.   
 
As I have recently discovered while visiting gatherings of AAFICS members in Victoria, NSW and 
Queensland, the UN world is very small.  It has been good to re-engage with current AAFICS 
members such as Ian Howie, who, in my UN days, once interviewed me for a job, Mike Sackett, 
who tried to teach me UNDAF planning methods, and Margaret O’Callaghan, who was a ray of 
sunshine in some of the interminable Heads of Agency meetings we both attended! 
 
Let me now address some possible future directions for AAFICS and answer a few queries.  
Apart from the regular service and advice to members, Mary has established a strong platform 
of advocacy and care for our older members, particularly in relation to the Pension Fund, a 
subject that members feel is important. This is something that will continue. 



 

 

We will have a new membership drive. Currently about half of UN pension beneficiaries in 
Australia are members (although it must be recalled that this figure will include young 
dependents.)  However, we must continue to ensure that Australians who are about to retire are 
made aware of the advantages of joining the Association.  One way of spreading the word is 
being tested by the Victorian AAFICS Branch, which has drafted a recruitment brochure to be 
finalised in the next couple of months. 
 

Members have suggested that the AAFICS web-site be 
updated, so, if we can find a volunteer who can actually do 
techie/nerdy stuff, we will go ahead. 
 
We are currently looking at the (non) recognition of ASHI 
by Australian health authorities.  This is an enormous 
challenge, but we will give it our best shot! 
 
And, finally, I will be attending the FAFICS annual meeting 
in Rome at the end of July and AAFICS has kindly agreed 
to meet my accommodation costs.  This visit to the 
conference in Italy will be a great learning experience 
and, hopefully, I can come back with the latest news on 

many activities and matters, such as the ongoing management issues in the Pension Fund. 
 
Thank you for your support.  
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

IMPORTANT REMINDER 
 
Have you received your latest UN Pension Fund Certificate of Entitlement in the post? This 
must be signed, dated and returned to the UN in New York. Please do so as quickly as possible. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

NEWS FROM MEMBERS 

Ramesh Thakur (ACT) 
was recently appointed a 
Goodwill Ambassador for 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
and Disarmament with the 
United Nations 
Association of Australia. 
Not only that, but 
Ramesh’s book on the 
United Nations was 
published last year! 
[Ramesh Thakur, The 
United Nations, Peace and 
Security: From Collective 
Security to the 
Responsibility to Protect, 
2nd ed. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University 
Press, 2017]  

Not to be idle, Ramesh has 
also recently published a 
major article on the new 
UN nuclear ban 
treaty: [Ramesh Thakur, 
“The Nuclear Ban Treaty: 
Recasting a Normative 
Framework for 
Disarmament,” The 
Washington Quarterly 40:4 
Winter 2018.] 

Congratulations Ramesh! 

Stephen Hill (NSW) is 
another prolific author 

and, to add to his already 
impressive list of 
publications and articles, 
has published a book 
based on an experience 
from his days with 
UNESCO in Indonesia. 
[Stephen Hill, Captives for 
freedom: Hostages, 
Negotiations and the future 
of West Papua. UPNG 
Press, 2017.]  

 
Well done, Stephen. We 
know that more works are 
in the pipeline. 



 

 

COOOEE! REPORTS FROM BRANCHES 

 

 
 

WESTERN AUSTRALIA 

Over the last many years, our membership in WA has remained pretty constant at around 
twelve.  This makes for a cohesive group and close friendships being made. Many of us are 
foreign-born and spend a few months each year travelling.  However, it goes without saying that 
foreign-born or not, as people who have spent an inordinate amount of our lives working 
around the globe, we remain wanderers for as long as we are mobile.  As a result, organizing 
reunions to coincide with periods when many are physically present in Perth is hard to do.      

 
Figure 1: AAFICS WA lunch at the Atrium, 18 Jan 2016.  From left clockwise: Rani Kuldip Dogra, Irene Taylor, Bill Kean, 
Kathleen Agacy and friend, Sheila de Silva, Monina S. Magallanes and Jim Taylor. 

Recently, we were saddened by the passing of Jim Taylor, one of our most valued members who, 
despite frail health in the last couple of years, remained interested and engaged with AAFICS 
activities.  Our condolences have gone out to his wife Irene and adult children, John and Lesley.  
We look forward to having Irene continue to be a valuable member of AAFICS WA.    

                      Monina S. Magallanes 

 



 

 

In Memoriam 

James (Jim) Taylor was born in Aberdeen, Scotland on March 11, 1928.   He worked as a 
geologist for fourteen years with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), from 1974 
until his retirement in 1988. 

His professional career began in earnest when he was, in 1955, seconded to the Australian 
Bureau of Mineral Resources from the British Geological Survey, to work on the exploration of 
uranium deposits in Arnhem Land, and to establish their economic viability. He travelled to 
Australia with his new bride, Irene, and they made their first home in a tent in the bush. 

 
Figure 2:  Irene and Jim Taylor beside their first home, a tent in Arnhem Land, 1955. 

After a year in Australia, they returned to the UK until 1966, when they made the decision to 
migrate to Australia, once again to the Northern Territory. 

In 1974, Jim commenced employment with IAEA, his first posting being to a then relatively 
peaceful Afghanistan. He was subsequently stationed in countries as diverse as Nicaragua and 
Bolivia, Lesotho and Ethiopia, and Thailand and Malaysia, following his penultimate position in 
Syria. 

 

 



 

 

 
Figure 3: Jim Taylor with work colleagues "on the Road to Damascus" from Palmyra, 1986. 

Jim retired to Perth in 1988.  He passed peacefully at home in Como, Western Australia, on 30th 
April, 2018 aged ninety, leaving his wife of sixty-three years, Irene, and two adult children, John 
and Lesley. 

                John Taylor 

 

VICTORIA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Report on AAFICS, Victoria Annual Meeting – May 2018 

Compared to some previous years, where we were all involved in trying to get the Australian 
Government to reconsider more favourably their taxation of our UN Pensions, 2017/2018 has 
been relatively quiet on the wider issues. However, our members have been brought up to date 
on many other matters including - the new On-line Pension System; trying to make sense of the 
disharmony between FAFICS, UNJSPF and the Staff Association; the ongoing battle to get the UN 
ASHI health insurance agencies recognised by our Australian Government; and the changes 
within our own AAFICS organisation.  



 

 

On this last issue, we learnt that our President, Mary Johnson, decided to seek some well-
earned, much-needed time to herself and to step down from the role. We were all sorry to hear 
this news since we are so grateful for everything that Mary has done for us during her 13 years 
in office. As the coordinator for Victoria, I am particularly grateful for her marvellous support. 
Mary’s UN knowledge, her breadth of contacts and responsiveness to member issues have been 
phenomenal and we cannot thank her enough for this. With great relief and enthusiasm, 
however, we learnt that a very capable person was willing to take on the role of President of 
AAFICS and our sincere thanks go out to Jennifer Ashton for that.  
 
In the past, with member commitments making it difficult to organise an annual AAFICS, 
Victoria meeting before Christmas, members agreed to meet just after the Easter break. A 
meeting was then arranged for 5th May 2018. A total of fifteen members and partners attended, 
along with a special guest, our new AAFICS President, Jennifer Ashton. 
 
Various ongoing issues were highlighted and discussed, including the latest CPI increase to 
pensions; the new on-line Pension System; the disharmony with UNJSPF, FAFICS & Staff 
Association; the taxation of our pensions and the latest situation on recognition of the various 
UN After Service Health Insurance (ASHI) schemes by the Australian government. Also 
discussed were the need for a new AAFICS membership drive; raising the profile of the UN and 
its numerous Agencies in Australia; the status of the AAFICS Revised Handbook; State 
contributions to the AAFICS newsletter, and potential cuts by the USA of their contributions to 
the various UN budgets – regular, peacekeeping and Agencies.  
  

AAFICS Meeting - Luncheon Under the Stage – The Value of Lip-reading 
 
It has been just over a year since we were last in the Café Vic and for much the same reason, 
namely a State-wide meeting of the Association combining a social gathering with a rather more 
formal (but still informal) meeting of members. There was an agenda with which to work.  
 
The elegance of the Café, competence of the staff, pleasure of the seating and eating 
arrangements and, of course, the delight of sharing time with people many of whom we’d not 
seen – well, not seen as a group – for ages…and all that shared international experience to fall 
back on in the cross-table banter. Handful of new people to meet too. 
 
There’s this thing, however, about meeting in a busy café attached to a theatre with all the 
pleasures that this entails for those attending the show, such as taking a break, eating, drinking, 
talking and more. Theatre cafes bring their own challenges and particularly those of space and 
noise.  
 
We’d already been put back an hour from an earlier schedule – before arriving at mid-day and, 
upon arrival, we were held back again, given that the café was still full. So, we hung around in 
the entranceway – getting in everyone’s way. People queued behind us before realizing that we 
were not moving. Then we followed an apologetic woman along the length of the counter/bar 
through the narrow confines of the café to our table. 
 
The table had been prepared for us towards the far end of the café in amongst the smaller 
separate tables and across from the end of the counter/bar. There were 16 of us initially, and a 



 

 

couple of others arrived later. By then, the cafe was <20% full and there was no-one in our 
immediate area. For all that, this was still a really noisy place – much of it coming from the 
clatter of staff working behind the counter. 
 
Time was moving, and we ordered at the bar from the choice of foods on offer. Great selection – 
cold foods, hot foods, wraps, soups, sandwiches, salads and more. It was a stylish place in which 
to eat – there was a veneer of quality about the place, and then there was that agenda to which 
to look forward after the meal. Time to meet the new President too. 
 
As a social place to eat then, the café was excellent. As a place to hold a meeting in which 
everyone at one long table can participate, it was poor. Even close to mid-table, where the 
convenor sat, it was difficult to hear. People were cranking up their hearing aids, while others 
were following lips. Those at the ends of the table shuffled chairs to the side and sat in rows. It 
was less than satisfactory, but we managed. 
 

Peter Steele (Note – we will not be using this venue again!) 
 

In Memoriam 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Having left his native Czechoslovakia, as a seven-year-old in 1938, Leo Teller received his 
primary and secondary education in an American school in India and arrived in Australia in 
1949 at the age of 18.  He initially studied forestry in Australia and completed MSc and PhD 
degrees in forest hydrology and watershed management in the United States.  After service with 
the Forests Commission of Victoria, he spent three years with the Food and Agricultural 
Organisation of the UN in Rome, was a Professor at Colorado State University for five years and 
joined UNESCO’s Ecology Division in Paris in 1974.  From 1984 to his retirement in 1991, he 
served as UNESCO's Representative in China.  

 
After UN retirement, he worked for many years as Deputy Chair 
of the Victorian Alpine Resorts Commission and Chair of the City 
of Port Phillip EcoCentre. He was also President of the Victorian 
Branch of the Australian Institute of International Affairs for two 
years.  
 
In addition, Leo served our members well as our very able 

AAFICS State Coordinator for Victoria for 15 years and, in his later years, trying to get the 



 

 

government on both sides to address the unfair exclusion of our UNJSPF benefits from the 
taxation changes under the new Australian Superannuation rules. He then handed over his role 
to the current State Coordinator for Victoria.  
 
Leo and his wife, Lorna, were blessed with four wonderful children and four equally wonderful 
grandchildren. Sadly, at 81, after a short illness, Leo passed away on 5th May 2012. During his 
many senior position roles, in many countries, he continues to be greatly missed by friends and 
colleagues alike for his warm and helpful character, extensive knowledge in many fields and his 
drive and leadership.  
 
Thankfully, Lorna remains connected to our AAFICS group, often hosting our meetings and 
providing much background advice to us. We all thank Leo and Lorna for their great service to 
the UN and colleagues in many areas. RIP Leo. 
 
QUEENSLAND 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Along with others, I’d like to start with votes of thanks to two stalwart AAFICS ladies. Firstly, to 
Mary Johnson, for many years of great leadership.  Mary is one of those people who just has a 
knack of getting on with everyone. I was privileged to attend AAFICS meetings with Mary in 
London in 2010 and in Vienna last year and can attest to the rapport she enjoyed with all those 
attending. Back in Sydney, Mary always went the extra mile on behalf of AAFICS, putting in an 
enormous amount of hard work – a bit like the proverbial swan, all very serene above the 
waterline while paddling furiously out of sight below. Thank you, Mary. 

The second recipient of our thanks is Jennifer Ashton, who put up her hand to take on Mary’s 
role as President of AAFICS. On behalf of all Queensland members, warmest best wishes for a 
successful tenure, Jennifer. 

While on the subject of expressing gratitude, I’d like to thank Queensland member Martin 
Hadlow for taking on the role of editing this AAFICS newsletter.  [Thanks Mike: Ed.] 

Regarding Queensland news, there’s not a huge amount to report. In addition to dealing with ad 
hoc concerns of members as they arise, we continue our practice of holding twice-yearly lunch 
meetings. In April/May we met in Brisbane, while in October/November the Sunshine Coast 
hinterland will be our venue, although once in a while we venture to the Gold Coast. AAFICS 
members from other States are always welcome to join us. 

Most recently, 22 AAFICS members and partners met in Brisbane on 20 April. We were 
fortunate enough to entice Jennifer to join us on what I believe was her first AAFICS engagement 
as President outside of Canberra. I had arranged to meet Jennifer in a large CBD coffee bar the 
day before our lunch. Not having met her since a 2004 UN workshop encounter in Lusaka, 
Zambia, it was only after asking three other rather surprised eligible ladies if they were 
“Jennifer” that I encountered the genuine article! The following day, we enjoyed not only a good 
lunch, but also got to know Jennifer through our informal chats pre-lunch, and then her address 
after the coffee was served. I think that we all left the lunch with the feeling that not only had 
AAFICS successfully achieved “generational change”, but that the Association continued to be in 
very good hands. 

Mike Sackett (Queensland State Coordinator) 



 

 

UN IN THE NEWS #1 

 

 
 

Do We Even Need the UN? An Academic’s	Quest	to	Find	the	Answer 

Would the world be better off without the United Nations? The question couldn’t be more 
important in the age of Trump and his rejection of multilateral institutions, as well as traditional 
allies. Thomas G. Weiss, Presidential Professor of Political Science at the City University of New 
York Graduate Center, took on this question, speaking extensively at the Carnegie Council for 
Ethics in International Affairs on June 12 about, appropriately, his new book, “Would the World 
Be Better Without the UN?” 

Weiss, who has written dozens of books about the UN and is Director Emeritus of the Ralph 
Bunche Institute for International Studies, responded to his own question at the Carnegie 
Council in a long, erudite answer, touching on everything from Trump’s behavior at the recent 
G7 meeting in Quebec, to the need for the UN Secretary-General, António Guterres, to move 
quickly and efficiently in reforming the world body. — DULCIE LEIMBACH 

Read more here: 

https://www.carnegiecouncil.org/studio/multimedia/20180612-would-the-world-be-better-
without-the-un-thomas-g-weiss?utm_source=PassBlue+List&utm_campaign=0e45d53aec-
PassBlue_CUNCR-CopyEditor&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_4795f55662-0e45d53aec-
54994785 

[Thank you to AAFICS member Margaret O’Callaghan for contributing this item.]   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL CORNER 

 
 

 
AN EXTRAORDINARY ADVENTURE 

By Jennifer Ashton 
 
I was collected from my hotel by a man I 
had never met before.  If he had told me 
then, what he did later, namely that in his 
time in the fresh produce supply industry 
he had met his share of mafioso operating 
out of the Queen Victoria market, I might 
have had second thoughts.  As it was, I 
learnt far more about the wine industry 
than I knew before.  Garry does 2-3 trips to 
China each year to promote his wine and to 
educate.  He told me that wine tasters get 
drunk even though they spit. They absorb 
enough alcohol to be very drunk by the 
100th wine in a tasting flight.  
 
I was on a mission. The newly elected 
President of the Australian Association of 
Former International Civil Servants, I was 
responsible, with the able assistance of 
State members, for tracking down retired 
UN staff or their families who had failed to 
submit relevant documents for the 
continuation of their pension. In the course 
of this, I had come across Hazel Staton and 
her family. Hazel is 94, and would, I hope, 

have stories to tell of life in the UN in the old 
days. What I found was much more, a 
tribute to the spirit that has guided the 
United Nations and the Australians who 
have contributed, and how that service in 
the UN has shaped a family as well. 
 
When we think of the UN, we often think of 
the Security Council - sanctions and military 
interventions.  Or perhaps endless debates? 
Or a complex, mind-numbing international 
bureaucracy? Or emergency relief in a mass 
refugee disaster?  But much of the quiet and 
substantial work goes on by lesser-known, 
specialised UN agencies such as the World 
Meteorological Organisation (WMO), the 
International Maritime Organisation (IMO) 
or the Universal Postal Union (UPU) which 
employ experts to establish world 
standards, training and information sharing 
in their respective fields. It was with one of 
these agencies, the International Civil 
Aviation Organisation (ICAO), that Harry, 
Hazel’s husband, served two terms, one in 
Ethiopia and the other in Bangladesh.   As    



 

 

air travel was increasingly affordable after 
the war, it was important to ensure the 
safety of travelers throughout the world 
with uniform regulations, training and 
equipment. 
 
Hazel, her daughter Karen and Karen’s 
husband, Garry, live on a vineyard on the 
Mornington Peninsula. Harry died three 
years ago.  They produce Bittern Estate 
Wines.  At lunch, I sampled a Bittern 2015 
Shiraz and can happily provide an 
unsolicited recommendation for a wine that 
is more in the French mode, far more 
delicate and subtle than the full-bodied 
Clare Valley reds. 
 
Harry, son of a chippie and a returned 
soldier who had served with distinction in 
Tobruk (one of the first in and the last out),  
went from there to TPNG, worked for a stint 
at the Royal Automobile Association, 
completed a university degree and then 
joined DCA (Department of Civil Aviation) 
in Perth.  He and Hazel had met as she 
worked for the Petrol Rationing Board of 
Western Australia, a job she took during the 
war, and he often had to get petrol rations 
for new customers.  Hazel tells me she knew 

that he was the one and they married when 
Hazel was 21.   
 
By 1956, Harry and Hazel had two children 
- Karen aged 7 and Neil 15 months.  Harry 
was offered a United Nations job in 
Ethiopia.  Hazel hadn’t a clue where 
Ethiopia was.  If they had said Abyssinia, 
she might have known, but there was no 
question, she and the children were going 
too.  Their place was together as a family, no 
thought of illness or hardship. Harry was to 
work as a lecturer in aviation navigation in 
Addis Ababa.   
 
Getting to Ethiopia was a grand and glorious 
journey in those days.  First-class plane 
travel, with stop-overs at the best hotels - 
Raffles in Singapore, Taj Mahal in Bombay- 
in a journey that took several days.  Well, 
more than that actually, because it was the 
height of the Suez crisis.  The family stayed 
in Cairo for quite a while waiting for 
visas...and all that time there was a guard 
with a sword at their hotel door.  Karen 
remembers only a dark wood four-panelled 
screen in their room.  They were suspected 
of being British. 

 
The stories of their adventures 
in Addis Ababa were delightful.  
Karen had a remarkable 
memory for one who was so 
young at the time of her life 
there and Hazel and she 
bounced memories, many of 
which they had not thought 
about for years.  There was the 
time that Karen and Neil 
brought a stray puppy home, 
with the subsequent rabies 
scare, waiting for symptoms in 
the dog and the threat of 13 
extremely painful injections for 
treatment.  Or the time the 
guard almost murdered the 
cook, blood everywhere.  The 
guard was imprisoned and sent 
away to work in the gold mines 
but reappeared years later. 
Secure fencing was rapidly 
installed! 

                                          (Hazel Staton)



 

 

Although Hazel did meet Haile Selassie (a 
very small man, she says, with a beautiful 
wife) once at an event when Harry had to 
wear top hat and tails, she did not go to 
many official functions and mainly stayed at 
home to look after the children, sewing and 
reading.  She had good friends in the 
expatriate community, including missionary 
women from the US.  One girl came from the 
deep south of America with concomitant 
racial prejudice, which made her choice of 
destination strange!  But all of them had 
later travelled to Australia to visit. There 
were of course, Cold War problems.  One of 
their neighbours was a Yugoslav family.  
While their children all played together 
happily, the parents remained distant. 
 
Hazel spoke fondly of the times they 
escaped the city to camp at the Rift Valley.  
They went with an Australian mechanic 
who looked after 4 Armenian boys.  Karen 
hated it.  They built fires at night, but Karen 
could hear the wild animals close by.  She 
refused to sleep anywhere but in the car. 
 
They had thought they were only going for 
one year, but as with all UN postings, this 
was not to be the case.  After 3 years, DCA 
would no longer give Harry leave without 
pay, so back they came. Hazel says that this 
was the most difficult time she had with the 
children. Karen had been in a British school 
and had acquired a snooty British accent.  
That, plus her American vocabulary - 
“cookies”, “okay” - made her a school 
laughing stock for a while.  And, as for 
Neil….he fell over while playing at a friend’s 
house.  He just lay on the ground, waiting 
for the servants to pick him up again! 
 
Harry and Hazel stayed in Australia while 
the kids were at school.  They moved to 
Victoria in 1963 when Harry was 
transferred to DCA Head Office, and made 
the Director of Special Projects, which 
included the construction of the new 
Tullamarine Airport. Finally, with Karen 
married and Neil at university, Harry and 
Hazel upped sticks again, this time for 
TPNG, through DCA.  But, after 5 years of 
service a contretemps with management 
saw Harry quit and take up his final posting, 

again with ICAO in Bangladesh, where they 
were to stay for 5 years. 
 

 
 
Once again, Harry and Hazel packed their 
bags.  In 1978, very little in the way of 
consumer goods was available in Dhaka, so 
the couple shopped up big in Hong Kong en 
route, buying everything from toilet paper 
to stoves.  Memories of Bangladesh.  It was a 
difficult time for Harry, who could not 
locate any of the documentation for airport 
construction and supply.  Trying to piece 
together what was already in place, and 
what had been purchased, was a challenge.  
The documentation was finally found in 
their packing boxes when they left the 
country.  Yet Harry did not bring work 
home and there was a strict work/life 
division.  I asked Hazel if she had been a 
“mem sahib” given Harry’s important role in 
the airport.  No, she was occupied with 
community services activities from bandage 
rolling at the British High Commission with 
the Red Cross, to working with orphans and 
writing a cookbook with the UN Women’s 
Organisation.  Close friends included four 
British girls who had married Bengali 
military officers. 
 
Retirement in Victoria finally meant moving 
to the vineyard on the Mornington 
Peninsula.  Lives well lived, with children, 
one of whom was a stay at home and the 
other an international IT consultant.   
 
Hazel still misses Harry every day. After all, 
they were married for 65 years.  For two 
years she was almost blind with cataracts, 
but, last year, could finally have the 



 

 

operation that meant she can sew and knit 
again.  Her poodle is a constant companion. 
 
At a 1994 conference to mark the 50th 
anniversary of ICAO, a delegate asked "Why, 
in your view, was Australia so well 
respected and regarded at ICAO?" All 
respondents agreed that the main 
contributions which separated Australia 
from many other Member States were: 
-Australia played the role of the ‘honest 
broker’ in the examination and 
development of important aviation 
technical matters in ICAO, when conflict of 
attitudes frequently occurred between 
European, Eastern Communist, Latin 
American and North American blocs. Nor 
were our deliberations influenced by 
commercial (manufacturing) interests.  
-Australia has consistently provided 
competent operational and technical people 
 as ICAO Council representatives and to the 
Air Navigation Commission.  
-Perhaps Australia’s contribution is best 
summed up by one long-serving 
representative who simply expressed 
Australia’s unique contribution thus: 
"Australia, whatever the discussion, caused 
small countries to be given the same weight 
as the big countries". 
 
Harry and Hazel contributed to Australia’s 
low-key, professional and equitable 
approach to disseminating knowledge and 
skills through the United Nations.  Harry 
and Hazel’s legacy to Australia is also a 
warm vibrant family, whose contribution to 
Australian wine alone is memorable.   
Thank you Staton -Zerbe family. 

 

[Thank you, Jennifer, for this quite 
remarkable and fascinating story of an 
amazing lady and her family.]  

 

 

 

UN IN THE NEWS #2 

Does the UN mean anything to the 
young? 
By Matt Pickles BBC News global 
education 
 
The United Nations wants to gain a much 
better idea of what young people are 
thinking - and to stop feeling "paternalistic" 
and out of touch. 
 
Senior UN officials are going to launch a 
global, information-gathering poll four 
times a year, to take the temperature of the 
opinions of the young on issues such as 
education, family life and the internet. 
 

 
 
 
Michael Moller, director-general of the 
United Nations Office in Geneva, said 
governments and institutions like the UN 
have not listened enough to young people. 
 
"I am 65 and there are very fundamental 
differences in how people see themselves 
when they are 15 and when they are 65 - 
my generation cannot assume what the 
younger generation wants," said Mr Moller. 
 
[Read more here:   
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-
44144525] 
 

 
 



 

 

 

 
IN MEMORIAM 

Alison McCusker, PhD, OAM, 1933-2015 

A suitably impressive celebration of Alison's remarkable life was held at Wesley Uniting Church, 
Canberra on 5th January, well attended by her large extended family, her fellow church 
parishioners, scientist colleagues and, in recognition of her close family and academic links with 
Ghana, a large contingent of Australian Ghanaians. 

One of the few early female Australian scientists, Alison (and her sister Jill) was strongly 
supported by their father in their education, at which they both excelled. After graduating at 
Sydney University, she spent two years in Ghana then went on to Dar es Salaam where she 
qualified for her PhD at the University of East Africa.  She eventually returned to Canberra to 
work with the Department of Environment, then moved to FAO in Rome for five years, travelling 
the world working on biodiversity in the days before the subject became well recognized. On 
retirement, she worked as a volunteer at the National Botanical Gardens working on 
documenting flora of Australia. She was awarded the OAM in 2009. She regularly returned to 
Ghana to help keep her foster son Kwodjo Afiabo connected with his birth family and culture 
and continued to provide support to them over the decades. Kwodjo married the daughter of 
one of Alison's Australian colleagues and they produced three lovely grand-children for Alison. 
 

Alison was one of those who came into the UN for a relatively brief period, but she made 
valuable contributions to developing countries before, during and afterwards - and was 
probably one of its very few Australian scientists, and was perhaps quite rare being female, but 
typical in not being married. 

 

Veronica Maud Wilson (Ronnie). Died at Waterford, Queensland. 12th August, 2016. Aged 
103 years. 

 It is my honour and pleasure, as a former fellow UN staff 
member, to speak briefly about our dear Ronnie’s very long 
and illustrious UN career. I first got in touch with her ten years 
ago when I was trying to document the stories of Australian 
Women in the UN, and, in Ronnie, I unearthed ‘gold’- and we 
developed a close relationship, mostly by phone from 
Canberra but also on occasional visits up north. 

Ronnie joined the UN at a time of extraordinary social and 
political change – just after the end of the Second World War, 
when major rehabilitation and relief work for affected 

countries were being implemented and the beginning of the processes of de-colonialization of 



 

 

many countries.  Ronnie was part of all that, starting off in Sydney, 1945 with UNICEF/UNTAB, 
then moving onto Shanghai in 1946-9 with UNRRA (a very grim period in Chinese history), FAO, 
Rome, 6 months, UNICEF Sydney, 1954, UNDP Indonesia, 1957-63, UNDP Kenya, 1963-66, 
UNDP, Nigeria 1966-69 (promoted to the professional level, from administration), UNDP, 
Tanzania 1969-72, and her final posting being New Delhi, 1972-75 in what was probably the 
largest UN office in the world at the time. Her three-decade long UN career would have been 
even longer if she hadn’t come home to be with her sister Mary, after she was caught in the 
Darwin cyclone.  

 
(Australian women off on their first posting with UNRRA in post-war Shanghai. Photo taken 

during a stopover in Corregidor, Philippines in May, 1946. Ronnie on right. Mary and Esther – 
surnames unknown.) 

Ronnie experienced some dramatic historical moments during her UN years, such as having to 
leave Shanghai hurriedly as Mao marched in, being present in Jakarta as the Dutch handed over 
to Indonesia, and attending the ceremony in Nairobi the rainy night the British flag came down 
and the newly independent Kenyan flag was raised. Her appreciation of the need to help 
refugees was probably inspired by the terrible scenes of human and physical devastation that 
she saw in her immediate post-war years in Shanghai. 

 The range of countries Ronnie worked in was par for the course in the UN, but what made her 
career remarkable was that she rose from being a secretary to become UNDP Deputy 
Representative in New Delhi. It was extraordinary to cross from the administrative side into the 
professional stream, not only very unusual in the UN system but especially so being female. 
Women were few and far between in senior positions, even in more recent years.   

And I was surprised to find, when perusing her stack of old passports, that she was only five feet 
tall! She really must have been something of a little Aussie dynamo, and from what I gather, very 
much respected for her administrative and personal skills – and treated as if she was at least six 
feet tall! 

She herself said to me (just a month before her passing) that she had had a very interesting life – 
as if she was concluding an inventory with some sense of satisfaction, and I was happy to 
reassure her that this was indeed very much so. 



 

 

There are many more stories which could be told, but I will restrict my comments to two more 
thoughts about her long life. One was that even despite becoming very frail, her long term 
memory was maintained and she was often very ‘with it’ – which wasn’t always apparent to 
others who presumed that just because she was ‘ancient’, she was just another poor old thing 
and to be treated as such. Instead, she was an intelligent human being with a definite 
personality and to be treated and respected as such. It is a reminder to us all not to judge a book 
by its cover when the wrinkles have taken over!   

The other thought is that the UN Pension Fund must surely now be campaigning to ensure that 
other UN retirees like myself do not emulate Ronnie’s longevity – for, if we do, we will surely 
break the bank! They were probably thinking that we were forging her Certificate of 
Entitlement each year! 

 

(Ronnie in front middle with UN or UNDP staff outside the office. c 1967-70. Ronnie was ARR UNDP. 
Do any of our members recognize anyone so we can put names to faces? ) 

Last, but not least, I would like to acknowledge Sandra and Doug’s wonderful support to Ronnie 
over the past decade or so, especially as she, and as with so many other senior UN women, was 
single and had no children of her own – it being very difficult for married women to forge a UN 
career. Their support of her has truly been a labour of love, for which she was very grateful.  

We salute Ronnie as she goes off on her very last posting – to the great ‘UN in the Sky’ – and, 
being a very social person, I am sure she is enjoying a great cocktail party up there with her old 
colleagues, with whom she has now finally caught up!  

Vale Ronnie. 

 

[Both items contributed by Margaret O’Callaghan.] 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 



 

 

JOIN US FOR LUNCH! 
 
The AAFICS Queensland Branch will hold its next luncheon engagement at King Ludwig’s 
Restaurant at Maleny in the hinterland of the Sunshine Coast. This beautiful spot has panoramic 
vistas across grassy meadows, hills and more. Join the Queensland Branch group for authentic 
German dishes and excellent beer.  

 
 
 
11.30am, Wednesday 14th November, 2018. Please contact Mike Sackett, AAFICS Queensland 
State Co-ordinator, before 5th November to confirm your attendance. Bookings essential. 
msktt@yahoo.com   
 
  
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
A NOTE ON HAPPINESS 

By Peter Steele (Vic) 
 

Happiness is a state of mind – what makes you happy? What do people in Costa Rica, Denmark 
and Singapore have in common? They live in the top countries worldwide for ‘Happiness’ 
ratings. The annual World Happiness Report shows that 75% of human happiness is driven by 
six factors – strong economic growth, healthy life expectancy, quality social relationships, 
generosity, trust and freedom to lead a life that’s right for you. These are not haphazard factors, 
but relate intimately to the governance of the country and to its cultural values – meaning that 
the happiest places incubate/encourage happiness in their people. 
 

 
Australia and New Zealand also feature well in the happiness stakes and would have been 
higher up the scale, but for the greater numbers of people who essentially assessed themselves 
with poorer ‘physical	well-being’ (on the scale ‘suffering’ to ‘thriving’). 



 

 

Apart from ‘physical	well-being’, the report considers ‘life	as	a	whole’ and your ‘daily	happiness’ 
(including opportunities to enjoy a good laugh each day). What does it take to make you happy? 
How valuable is this kind of information? Ask yourself – if not ‘happiness’, what else motivates 
you in your life? 
 
Want to browse the summary report? It’s available at:  
https://s3.amazonaws.com/happiness-report/2018/ES-WHR.pdf 
 
You’ll perhaps notice that the 2018 report also focuses upon migrants in their new 
communities, and the extent of the happiness that they experience. Findings tend to rank in line 
with the position of the host country in worldwide happiness indices – happiest migrants live in 
the happiest countries. 
(Acknowledging National Geographic magazine Nov17) 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

AND, FINALLY, LET’S END	AS	WE	BEGAN… 

 
THANK YOU, MARY! 

 
Mary Johnson has been our President for the last 13 years. She has now stepped aside from this 
role.  Most of us have met Mary and/or sought her wise advice on subjects such as pensions, 
benefits, entitlements and welfare issues.  Mary has also been a tireless advocate for those of us 
who are thoroughly confused about UN bureaucratese and need a bit of help in sorting out 
problems with the UNJSPF.  Mary has always been very caring, welcoming each of us into the 
AAFICS fold and making sure that we know the essential steps needed to start our retirement. 
 
A private person who has never sought the limelight, Mary has refused to give any personal 
details for an article, claiming that this sounds more like writing an obituary. We couldn’t even 
find a photo! However, we do know that Mary worked with ILO for 32 years from 1972, first in 
the Turin International Training Centre and later in Fiji (Director, South Pacific), Bangkok (Chief 
of Programme Resources) and Delhi (Director).  She was a specialist in resource mobilisation, 
finishing as the Geneva Chief of Multilateral Relations.  No wonder she understands the Pension 
Fund!  And she was a unionist, active in both the ILO staff association and elected to the 
Federation of International Civil Servants Associations (FICSA).  In all her work, she has fought 
strongly, but diplomatically and charmingly, for AAFICS members’ interests. 
 
Mary was a trail-blazer for women in the United Nations.  A push to recruit women only took 
place after the UN declaration of the International Year of Women and the World Conference of 
Women in 1975…but those are stories you will have to find out for yourself! 
 
Mary is using her retirement years very productively.  An artist (you may have noticed one of 
her paintings in last December’s newsletter) and inveterate traveller to Europe and the gardens 
of Italy, Mary still found time, during her last trip in May, to visit Geneva and follow-up ASHI 
issues on our behalf. 
 
We all thank Mary for the enormous work she has put into AAFICS and to FAFICS, where she 
was, for several years, one of their representatives to the UNJSPF Board.  You may have special 
memories of the contribution she has given to us all - please let us know for future Newsletter 
articles. 
 
Jennifer Ashton 
 

****** 



 

 

The AAFICS Newsletter is an informal communications tool designed to keep former UN staff 
members residing in Australia in touch with each other and their Association’s activities. 
Editorial responsibility for articles is held by the individual contributor. The Editor appreciates 
any stories or articles of interest and thanks all who have contributed to this edition. Please 
send any articles via the office of the President at jenniferashton@gmail.com or through your 
local Branch Coordinator. The next Newsletter will be released in December, 2018. Articles 
should reach the Editorial team by the end of November, 2018 at the latest.    
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