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March 8 is 
International 

Women’s Day and 
this year’s campaign 

– #EachforEqual – is 
drawn from a notion of 

Collective Individualism. 
Equality is not a women’s 
issue, it’s a global issue. 
Gender equality is essential 
for economies and 
communities to thrive – a 
gender equal world can be 
healthier, wealthier and 
more harmonious; and so too 
can Rotary. It’s been 31 years 
since women have officially 
been permitted to wave the 
Rotary banner. In that time, 
we have made significant 
steps in championing equal 
rights, but we are still moons 
away from being a gender-
equal organisation. Times 
are a changing, however! 
Check out these four 
inspiring women forging a 
new era for Rotary.

Women street artists are on the 
rise worldwide and their work is 

incredible. Public art inspires communities, 
broadcasts important messages and excites 
diverse audiences. IWD and International 

Women’s Crew are working with an impressive 
line-up of artists from across the globe to increase 
the visibility of women street artists and help them 

turn their passion into a commercial living. Local 
Darwin artist Polly Johnstone (@artby_misspolly) 

in collaboration with @___snaps have created 
this stunning portrait of Darwin model Issy  

Dawson (@issy_dawson.official) on  
Edmunds St, Darwin City.
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Ada Gain
A sustainable future for Rotaract
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February, RDU caught up with the spirited chair 
of Rotaract Australia, Ada Gain.

About to ‘come of age’ under the previous 
Rotaract model, Ada, a District Rotaract 
Representative at the time, decided it was now 
or never if she was to further her leadership role 
within the organisation.

While the upper age limit for Rotaract has 
since been removed, at 28 in 2018, and with the 
need to hold the vice-chair’s role before taking 
on the chair’s, her time was almost up.

“I was curious about how Rotaract Australia 
was run, how they made decisions, and what 
improvements could be made. And I wanted 
something that was a bit of a challenge,” Ada 
said of her decision to apply for the role. 

“I hoped I could bring a different view to 
the team and was really looking forward to 
representing Queensland on the Executive. I 
also wanted to develop my leadership skills, and 
what better way to do it than volunteer for such 
a wonderful organisation.”

As a mental health social worker working for 
a specialist therapeutic service for children, Ada 
has a real passion for people.

“I believe in equal opportunities and feel really 
privileged to be born and raised in a safe and 
wealthy country. I have access to free education, 
clean water and healthcare. I hope to always 
leave something better than when I found it, 
and hope to provide opportunities for those that 

aren’t quite as lucky as I am.”
Ada’s key focus for her term in office has been 

developing a sustainable Rotaract for Australia. 
She has implemented webinars for members to 
access online and ran her first one on self-care, 
which she hopes will prevent people from feeling 
overwhelmed and leaving Rotaract.

“It was the most vulnerable I have ever felt, 
but at the same time one of the most rewarding 
experiences.”

The 2020 Australian Rotaract Conference also 
proved a huge success, with more than 100 
Rotaractors from 28 clubs across 19 districts and 
four countries making the journey to the Gold 
Coast to attend.

Participants pulled on their ‘happy pants’ as 
keynote speaker Bruce Sullivan inspired them to 
be the best version of themselves. Among the 
many breakout sessions, Ada and immediate past 
chair Bianca Lobo ran a session on sustainable 
leadership, which they will also deliver at this 
year’s Rotary International Convention in Hawaii. 

Ada’s role as chair of Rotaract Australia winds 
up on June 30 and she says she is looking forward 
to seeing the next generation of Rotaractors 
come through. 

“Sustainability is a really important topic for me 
so I feel the most important part of my role is to 
ensure we have a leader and working model for 
next year. I am really looking forward to looking 
back in 15 years and seeing what Rotaract has 
achieved in that time.”

(Photo: @rhysmartinphotographer)
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Dr Jessie Harman
Always a glass half full
ROTARY  Internat ional  Director  
2021-23 Dr Jessie Harman is definitely 
a glass half full kinda gal. As the first 
female from Zone 8 to be elected to 
the RI Board, she is a trailblazer for 
Rotary in Australia, New Zealand and 
the Pacific Islands. 

Her passion for our organisation is 
irrepressible, her voice bubbling over 
with enthusiasm as she speaks of her 
journey and her hopes for the future.

As chair  of  R I ’s  membership 
committee, she says it has provided 
a wonderful opportunity to think 
strategically about Rotary right around 
the world.

“When I think about the future of 
Rotary, I do see opportunities first and 

foremost. We have the most wonderful 
Rotary Foundation, we have the most 
incredible youth leadership programs 
that provide a pipeline for Rotary 
and we have some incredibly capable 
people in the network.

“But I do recognise the challenges. 
You can’t ignore the decl ining 
membership, the ageing membership, 
but I think there are absolutely things 
clubs are doing and Rotary is doing to 
address the need for change. 

“We’ve seen the creation of a whole 
host of new types of clubs, and Rotary 
is currently also working on a model of 
membership that’s not club based to 
suit people, especially younger people, 
who may not be willing to join our 

traditional clubs. Rotary International 
has loosened lots of strings to enable 
clubs to be as flexible and innovative 
as they like, so there’s new ways of 
operating and engaging with Rotary. 

“It doesn’t mean we don’t still have 
a journey, but I am optimistic, and 
there are some fabulous examples 
that suggest it absolutely can be done. 
I think the important thing at this 
time is not to be pessimistic, but to 
be hopeful, optimistic and probably a 
little bit courageous.”

Addressing the gender gap in 
Rotary is a key element in addressing 
our declining membership and Jessie 
believes key to this is providing more 
meaningful service opportunities.

(Photo: @rhysmartinphotographer)
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“I think for a lot of women it’s 
probably going to be about less 
meetings and more doing so they 
genuinely feel like they’re making a 
real difference.

“We need more women in Rotary 
and Rotary should be appealing to 
women for so many reasons. But 
we also need to recognise that there 
are different factors at play in other 
countries of the world and other 
cultures. And what will work in 
Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific 
may not work in parts of Asia, for 
instance. At the same time, there are 
other areas of the world where women 
are more strongly represented, so with 
time we will get there.

“Yes, I’m pleased and proud to be 
the first female from our zone to join 
the RI Board, but I hope that I’m the 
first of many and I hope that at some 
point gender, you know, is almost off 
the agenda.”

Holding a bachelor’s degree with 
Honours in Sociology, an MBA and a 
PhD in Social Entrepreneurship, Jessie 
is a recognised leader in the promotion 
of engagement and partnerships 
across a broad range of regional and 
international organisations. It is no 
surprise then, that she is championing 
partnerships within Rotary too.

“I think the youth exchange program 
is a wonderful example of the terrific 
way Rotary very strategically partners 
with other organisations, including 
government at all levels. 

“Another important example is our 
partnership with the United Nations. 
There are probably even Rotarians 
unaware that Rotary was inextricably 
linked with the development of the 
of the United Nations. We were 
the leading international service 
organisation involved in mobilising 
support for the UN in its formative years 
and 75 years later that partnership is 
still very strong.

“The other significant partnership is 
our Global Polio Eradication Initiative. 
In fact, it builds on our United 
Nations partnership, but brings in the 
World Health Organisation, UNICEF, 

governments all around the world, 
as well as the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation and other donors.

“And I guess something that I’m 
quite interested in and pleased about 
is GPEI’s strategy to empower women, 
ensuring that women are involved 
at every level of the Global Polio 
Eradication Initiative.”

So, will we be hailing an Aussie 
as Rotary International’s first female 
president?

Jessie lets out an infectious laugh.
“I’m not. I want to do the very 

best job I can do as director and that 
will keep me more than busy. There 
are some very capable women who 
have been RI directors and I think 
one of them will be president of 
Rotary International very shortly. I am 
confident we won’t have to wait much 
longer. It won’t be me, but there are 
plenty of women there who will make 
a wonderful president.”

Hmmm… we’ll see Jessie, we’ll see. 
Our money is still firmly on you!

“I THINK THE 
IMPORTANT 
THING AT 
THIS TIME IS 
NOT TO BE 
PESSIMISTIC, BUT 
TO BE HOPEFUL, 
OPTIMISTIC 
AND PROBABLY 
A LITTLE BIT 
COURAGEOUS.”

(Photo: @rhysmartinphotographer)
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  Shalini the magician
PASSIONATE, intelligent, enthusiastic, active, 
acknowledged – take your pick. They all contribute 
to the description of this remarkable young woman 
turning science on its head.

Within the past year, Shalini Guleria has gone 
from someone the Rotary Club of Fairfield, NZ, 
had never heard of to a well-respected honorary 
member of the club.

“Shalini came to our attention through an 
article in the local newspaper in November 2018,” 
said Graeme Kitto of the Rotary Club of Fairfield. 
“There she was, a Masters student at the University 
of Waikato, surrounded by a group of enthralled 
children solving scientific puzzles with the most 
basic of equipment.”

From a very young age, Shalini has always 
wondered why and how as she observed her 
environment. Her passion for science and desire to 
excite young children about science led her to draw 
up a variety of experiments that require things 
commonly found at home; in her case, usually in 
her mother’s pantry. She named it Science Box, and 
it couldn’t have been more timely, with a national 
study of student achievement in New Zealand’s 
primary schools showing a real need for students 
entering secondary school to be better prepared in 
scientific knowledge.

Of her own initiative, Shalini developed a whole 
range of Science Box experiments, attracted a 
group of volunteer student colleagues to be 
involved, started delivering the program in local 
primary schools and the city’s library, and set her 
sights on taking Science Box beyond the city, to the 
province, the country and the globe. 

All without a sponsorship and working part-time, 
while researching tissue engineering using a 3D 
printer to produce three-dimensional breast models 
in biogel in which breast cancer tumours can be 
grown and studied. For this she gained an MSc with 
First Class Honours, having previously graduated 
with a Bachelor of Engineering (First Class Honours) 
in Chemical and Biological Engineering.

The Rotary Club of Fairfield had no hesitation 
in financially supporting Shalini’s Science Box. This 
was duly acknowledged when, on July 20, Shalini 
and her helpers conducted three consecutive 
Science Box workshops at Hamilton Gardens. 
Social media advertising resulted in huge demand 
for the workshops.

The club soon learnt that Shalini had been 
recognised by others at both national and 
international level for her academic excellence and 
leadership qualities. One award funded additional 
study at a Taiwanese university in 2019. Most 
recently, having been nominated by the Rotary 
Club of Fairfield, Shalini received a Civic Award in 
Education from the Hamilton City Council.

Now resident in Melbourne, Vic, Shalini is the 
recipient of a scholarship to study for a PhD at the 
Olivia Newton John Cancer Research Centre over 
the next three years. Before departing, however, 
and with the assistance of a lawyer from the Rotary 
Club of Fairfield, Shalini ensured that Science Box 
was properly structured and protected to continue 
in her absence, thanks to her colleague Jack Keeys 
and the band of volunteers who share her vision of 
bringing the magic of science to young Kiwis (and 
others later).

images Pictured: 
Shalini Guleria 
with students 
from St Peter 

Chanel Catholic 
School. (Photo: 
Stuff/Waikato 

Times)
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images Pictured: Di Collins, 
left, was awarded the 

third annual Sylvia 
Whitlock Leadership 

Award at the 
Rotary International 

Convention in 
Hamburg in 2019, 

pictured here  
with Sylvia.

DI COLLINS has seen significant 
change in the inclusion of women in 
Rotary over the past five decades. From 
not being permitted to wear a Rotary-
branded name badge in 1973, to the 
current vice president and secretary of 
the Rotary Club of Freshwater Bay, WA, 
Di not only experienced the change, 
but has been a driving force behind 
it. And Di’s service has now been 
recognised internationally through the 
Sylvia Whitlock Leadership Award.

Named in honour of past district 
governor Sylvia Whitlock, who led the 

fight for women in Rotary that came 
to fruition in a watershed moment 
for Rotary in 1989 (see RDU October, 
2018), the first recipient of the award 
was Carolyn Jones from Alaska, the 
first female trustee of The Rotary 
Foundation, while the second was 
awarded to past Rotary International 
vice president Dean Rohrs from  
British Columbia.

At 22 years of age and engaged to 
her now husband of 44 years, past 
Rotary Foundation trustee and RI 
director Dr Ken Collins, Di threw her 

Words by Kylie Hatfield
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Di Collins
A pioneer for women in Rotary
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full support behind Rotary’s activities, 
despite not being eligible to become 
a member. She worked as practice 
manager for Ken’s medical practice 
and her work flowed over to assisting 
his Rotary activities, predominantly 
as his Rotary secretary. Through 
this,  her knowledge of Rotary  
expanded significantly.

“I was young and had a different 
perspective about Rotary and the way 
women were treated. Instead of being 
set aside in a separate room to talk 
small talk, I encouraged the wives 
to be included in meetings, allowing 
them to be educated on Rotary, which 
in turn made them more supportive of 
their husbands. Women wanted to be 
more involved and readily embraced 
the change,” Di said.

Ten years later, and Ken’s election 
as district governor, opened Di’s 
eyes to further gender bias, when 
the only kinds of programs available 
for wives attending the International 
Assembly were sessions on flower 
arranging and fashion parades. Ken 
and Di worked together to overcome 
strong opposition from several past 
governors to have wives included in 
College of Governor’s meetings and 
the Presidents’ Elect Training Seminar, 
which was revolutionary at that time.

Di travelled with Ken on international 
Rotary missions, while continuing to 
manage his medical practice and raise 
their two young daughters. At every 
official visit during the 1985-86 Rotary 
year, she met with the ladies and 
talked about Rotary and its projects; a 
refreshing break from knitting, recipes 
and grandchildren. She found they 
had a thirst for knowledge and were 
more than prepared to work alongside 
their husbands, despite still not being 
eligible for membership.

But it was at the Rotary Zone Institute 
in 1986, when Di was invited to respond 
to the toast to the ladies at the Sir 
Angus Mitchell Oration Dinner, that her 
message started to make an impact.

In her speech, she acknowledged 
Rotary’s milestone of reaching ‘one 
million men working for Rotary’ and 
pointed out that if they allowed their 

“I WANT TO SEE 
THE TIME THAT 
WE FORGET ABOUT 
GENDER AND 
IT’S JUST ABOUT 
SERVICE. IT SHOULD 
ALWAYS BE ABOUT 
THE BEST PERSON 
FOR THE JOB,  
NOT ABOUT  
THEIR GENDER.”

wives to work at their side, they could 
boast two-million people working 
for Rotary. Di’s speech was met with 
praise and led to further speaking 
opportunities and a regular column in 
Rotary Down Under. 

She  rece i ved  many  pos i t i ve 
responses to her columns, including 
from then RI president nominee Royce 
Abbey, who wrote: “Your articles have 
added great interest to RDU. We need 
a variety of views on all subjects and 
your articles have been of tremendous 
value. Your subject ‘Don’t forget to 
educate the women’ is timely. The 
International Assembly this year will 
include a program for the wives of 
district governors’ nominee in a much 
more organised way than the past (we 
do learn).” 

But it wasn’t until 1996 that Di 
became a member of Rotary in her 
own right. 

She went on to serve as charter 
president of the Rotary Club of 
Freshwater Bay, served on a number 
of district committees, is a member of 
the Arch Klumph Society, a recipient 
of the Avenues of Service Award, Club 
Builder Award, The Rotary Foundation 
Citation for Meritorious Service and 
the Rotary International Service Above 
Self Award.

Di’s work in pioneering gender 
equality in Rotary was recognised 
when she was the recipient of the 
third annual Sylvia Whitlock Leadership 
Award at the Rotary International 
Convention in Hamburg in 2019. The 
award recognises individual Rotarians, 
both women and men, who mentor, 
inspire and champion women to reach 
their full potential. But Di would still 
like to see society shift from one of 
being gender-based to one of service.

“I want to see the time that we 
forget about gender and it’s just 
about service. It should always be 
about the best person for the job, not 
about their gender,” Di said. “For my 
husband and I, service is the price we 
pay for our place on planet Earth; this 
has been our driving force in all that 
we do to build a better world through 
our Rotary service.”


