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50th Annual General Meeting Minutes
Date: Thursday, 27th November 2025 
Time: 7:37pm AEDT, online via Zoom
Chaired by: Vaughn Bennison, President
Welcome: Vaughn Bennison
Acknowledgement of Country: Stephen Belbin
Vaughn Bennison and Lauren Henley paid tribute to Dr Wayne Hawkins, who sadly passed away earlier this year.
Amila Dedovic, Communications Coordinator, gave the roll call of those present.
Declaration of proxies held: Nil 
Attendees: 
Adrian Watson, Amila Dedovic (staff), Angela Jaeschke (staff), Andrew Webster, Barry Chapman, Bill Jolley, Brendon Donohue, Cameron Roles, Chelsea Bartlett, Christine Simpson, David Blyth, Deb Deshayes, Debra Simons, Decade Frey Shorrock, Doug McGinn, Elana Allen, Emma Bennison, Erin Kingisepp (NFPAS), Fiona Woods, Garry Adler, Garth Humphreys, Geoff Shang (associate), Graeme Innes, Helen Freris, Hilary Roberts (associate), John Krishnan, John Simpson, Jordie Howell, Joyce Jones, Layal Hage (staff), Lauren Henley, Lee Chong, Lynne Davis, Maree Fenech, Martin Stewart, Maryanne Diamond, Neale Huth, Paul Price, Peter Greco, Peter Rickards, Raj Reddy, Ramona Mandy, Rachael Johinke, Robert Altamore, Robyn McKenzie, Ross Hurford, Samantha Marsh, Sarah Reilly (staff), Scott Erichsen, Sina Ruth Tanoi, Sondra Wibberley, Stefan Slucki, Steve Harlow, Steve Pattison, Steve Richardson, Susan Thompson, Tim Harte, Tony Grant (associate), Vanessa Ransley Richardson, Vaughn Bennison.
Apologies: Chire Fulford, Cathy Horner, Karen Knight, John Machin, Poh Machin, Rocco Cutri and Michael Janes.  
Minutes
1. Receipt and approval of minutes of the 49th Annual General Meeting held 5th December 2024.
Moved by Adrian Watson, seconded by Kristy Stichter and carried.
2. Receipt of the Annual Review 2024 to 2025:
President's Overview – Vaughn Bennison 
Vaughn Bennison acknowledged the milestone year for BCA, as we celebrated the 50th Anniversary. BCA is governed by a board of nine directors. All directors meet their statutory and constitutional obligations through attendance at board meetings, attention to BCA governance between meetings and contributions to board committees. All directors regularly attend BCA national and branch events and contribute to our work in many other ways.
Vaughn thanked Fiona Woods, who resigned from the role of President in September 2024. He acknowledged her significant contributions to BCA’s leadership over eight years as both Director and President. He also thanked Helen Freris who acted as Vice President and stepped into the role of President for a period throughout the year. 
During the reporting period, an extended two-day in-person meeting was held in Melbourne in February 2025. The agenda included introductions, fundraising, governance, future planning, a presentation from Vision Australia, communications and the World Blind Union. The board also came together with staff for a lunch in the lead up to BCA’s Convention in June 2025.
Board meetings were held each month, as well as BCA’s AGM in December 2024. Formal meetings occurred monthly, where the board considered financial reports, budget, risk and the impact of changes to government grant allocations on BCA’s activities and other business, and monitored its committees and operations in reference to the strategic plan.
A focus of the board’s work this financial year has been a commitment to accountability and strengthening risk governance, with a risk appetite statement and revised Delegation of Authority Policy being developed within the overarching risk management framework.
BCA continued to engage with the World Blind Union, and WBU Asia Pacific region. We welcomed Martine Abel-Williamson, President of the WBU, to BCA’s Convention, where she presented a keynote address. It was also great to have in person participation from the Samoa Blind Person’s Association, and United Blind Persons Fiji, who joined and contributed online.
BCA appreciates the financial support of the Australian Federal Government, NSW and Victorian State Governments, Jeffrey Blyth Foundation and Shirley Fund, sector partners, Convention sponsors, BCA Backers, and those who donated to BCA. Vaughn also acknowledged the generosity of late member Mr Maxwell Lennon, who left a bequest to BCA in his will.
Chief Executive Officer's Summary – Deb Deshayes
The 2024 to 2025 financial year marked a significant milestone for BCA, celebrating 50 years of advocacy, community, and growth. This landmark year was highlighted by the successful return of the National Convention. Delivered as a hybrid event, it brought together over 150 members to reflect on the organisation’s history and explore future directions.
Organisationally, BCA underwent a restructuring in response to a significant decrease in our government funding for the financial year. The restructuring resulted in a decrease in staff numbers and the team worked hard to ensure members remained supported and informed. Amid these changes, the Eye to the Future project was extended until 30th June 2025, allowing us to continue supporting meaningful employment opportunities for people who are blind or vision impaired, and to connect with government and business to promote accessible recruitment and employment practices.
Vaughn Bennison was elected as President in December 2024, along with three new directors at the Annual General Meeting, reflecting a renewed focus on member engagement and leadership. 
In 2024 to 2025, BCA continued to represent the rights and interests of people who are blind or vision impaired through timely policy responses, representation on access committees, and individual advocacy. BCA also supported members in understanding the impact of major political events, publishing resources around state and federal elections and offering analysis on the outcomes and implications for our community. Other focus areas included accessible health services, digital accessibility, and regular updates on reforms to the National Disability Insurance Scheme and the findings of the Disability Royal Commission. BCA’s policy and advocacy efforts continued to influence national disability reforms and advance the interests of people who are blind or vision impaired.
BCA connected with its members by supporting branches, peer connect groups and trivia. We also hosted BCA Informs and BCA Conversations, and consulted with members on policy issues and submissions.
BCA’s work in NSW continued through the work of our Policy, Advocacy and Member Engagement Officers.
Members were kept updated on BCA and sector happenings through the weekly member update. A special edition of BC News celebrated BCA’s 50th Anniversary.
BCA continued to collaborate with partners in the blindness sector, advocacy peak bodies and disability representative and carer organisations.
In May, BCA onboarded a Fundraising Manager to focus on increasing the fundraising capacity of BCA and the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation. The role, supported by the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation, leads and develops operational strategy that generates untied income, including strengthening BCA’s donations, bequests, wills, sponsorships and access to philanthropic funds.
Together, these developments positioned BCA for continued connection and influence as it moves beyond its 50th year, with a strong commitment to empowering members and shaping an inclusive future. Deb reflected on the year and expressed her thanks for the BCA team’s dedication and hard work. Motion moved by Stephen Belbin, seconded by Stefan Slucki, and carried. 
3. Receipt of 2025 Audited Financial Statements and Auditor's Report.  
Andrew Webster (Treasurer) presented the Audited Financial Statements and the Auditor’s Report for the year ended 30 June 2025, and advised that BCA received an unqualified audit from Crowe Australasia.
Andrew advised that BCA was in a strong financial position as at 30 June 2025. He reported an operating surplus of $173,783 for the year ended 30 June 2025. Andrew advised that the surplus was attributable to funding indexation, lower than anticipated consultancy costs, a significant refund from iCare (NSW workers compensation) secured following a 15-month campaign, high donations received during BCA’s 50th celebration year, and a bequest. He noted that the full extent of the surplus only became evident toward the end of the financial year.
Andrew advised that BCA received income of $1.6 million in 2025, which was lower than the $2.0 million received in the previous two years. He advised that the main difference was a reduction in Federal government grants, including the expiry of the Department of Social Services Life Ready grant and delayed communication regarding the extension of Eye to the Future, which was counterbalanced by reductions in staff numbers. Andrew acknowledged the support of partner organisations in the blindness and disability sector and government departments at both Federal and State level.
Andrew advised that donations and gifts assisted BCA to undertake core advocacy and member engagement activities that may not otherwise be covered by grants. He reported funds received included $47,000 from member donations, $30,000 from a bequest from the estate of the late Maxwell Lennon, $168,000 gifted by the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation from the Shirley Fund and General Fund, and $10,000 from partner organisations and corporate sponsors for the 50th Convention. Andrew thanked members who donated to BCA during 2025, including BCA backers and those who responded to fundraising appeals.
Andrew acknowledged the bequest from Maxwell Lennon, and asked whether any members present knew Mr Lennon. Joyce Jones (Queensland branch) advised that he was a beloved member. She advised that he regularly attended meetings of the Toowoomba group and the Queensland Branch. She advised that he was a pharmacist by profession and loved reading. Mr Lennon was described as an unassuming man who quietly made a difference in the community.
Andrew acknowledged the $168,000 received from the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation throughout the year, and advised that these funds were distributed through the Shirley Fund to support work in NSW and the ACT, and towards the Hugh Jeffrey Scholarship Program.
Andrew advised that BCA entered a joint engagement arrangement to recruit a Fundraising Manager during the year, and that a Fundraising Committee was established to support this work. Andrew acknowledged Craig Hunter for his professionalism, creativity and drive, and advised that BCA would benefit from his work into the future. He also thanked members of the Fundraising Committee, including David Blyth and Karen Knight, for their contribution.
Andrew advised that as a result of the surplus, BCA’s equity rose to $1.1 million, with approximately 80 percent invested. He advised that $252,000 was held in term deposits with Bendigo Bank, and that these investments were relatively short term, returned a modest interest rate and matured on a regular basis. He further advised that $633,000 was invested in a stock market portfolio managed by Shaw and Partners. Andrew noted that dividend returns were comparable with previous years, however the portfolio fell in value by 2 percent in 2025. He advised that the Board and the Finance and Risk Management Committee (FARM) were engaging with BCA’s investment partner, Ben Morrissey, to review the investments and consider how to ensure capital value while maintaining dividend returns.
Andrew advised that accounting services were outsourced to Not for Profit Accounting Specialists (NFPAS), and that the contract had been renewed for a further 12 months. Andrew thanked Erin Kingisepp and Raj Kumari Pandey for their ongoing expert financial service and advice.
Andrew thanked Rocco Cutri and Chris Hegios for their financial expertise and contribution to FARM, and advised they had agreed to continue for another year. Andrew welcomed Tim Harte, who had volunteered to join FARM in 2026. Andrew advised that Ross Hurford expressed interest in joining FARM and would focus on the National Policy Committee in 2026, and may join FARM at a later date.
Andrew acknowledged Alison Flakemore, Ishani Anushika and the audit team at Crowe Australasia for their thorough audit and for meeting BCA’s access requirements.
Andrew noted that a surplus of this size does not occur often and that BCA’s focus is member services rather than profits. He advised that the surplus created opportunities for the future and required good management by the CEO and Executive Leadership Team (ELT). Andrew congratulated Deb Deshayes for her steady leadership of the finances and the organisation, including through the uncertainty of July 2024 and BCA’s 50th year celebrations. Andrew thanked Angela Jaeschke (General Manager, Operations) for her support.
Andrew advised that the surplus would be allocated during the 2026 financial year to strengthen member services, governance and safeguarding activities, and to allocate a portion to savings. Planned allocations included:
A new staff position, engaged as a 12-month contractor, to focus on campaigns and systemic advocacy. Initial focus areas were proposed personal ID, accessible appliances, and continued campaigning for Audio Description.
A dedicated part time contractor to relaunch the New Horizons program.
Allocation to relaunch a renewed membership communication platform, including updated terms of use, processes and structures.
A cyber security audit to safeguard systems, and an HR audit to ensure practices are compliant and appropriate.
Investment of $30,000, equivalent to the bequest from Maxwell Lennon, to contribute to the long-term sustainability of BCA.
Receipt of the 2025 Audited Financial Statements and Auditor’s Report was moved by Kristy Stichter, seconded by Susan Thompson, and carried.
Questions
Geoff Shang queried the rise in donations ($47,000) and how this compared to regular donation levels. Andrew advised that the previous year’s donations totalled $40,000.
Sondra Wibberley noted that previously there was a provision allowing members to direct a percentage of donations to the national body and a nominated branch, and asked whether this could be reinstated, noting branches require funds to function. Vaughn Bennison agreed this was an important mechanism for branches to receive funds and advised this would be investigated. Emma Bennison noted the Tasmanian Branch had recently received donations. Samantha Marsh advised that Sondra was correct that the donation form required updating, and that for arrangements established some time ago, funds were transferred twice yearly. Deb Deshayes agreed to include a reminder in a future Member Update and to update the Give Now donation platform.
4. Confirmation / appointment of auditor for 2025 to 2026
Sondra Wibberley moved the motion that Crowe Australasia continue to act as BCA’s Auditor for the 2025 to 26 financial year. Seconded by Cameron Roles and carried.
5. Reports
Jeffrey Blyth Foundation
Maryanne Diamond provided an update from the Jeffrey Blyth Foundation for the year ending 30 June 2025. She reminded members that the Foundation was established in 1995 by David Blyth and Hugh Jeffrey to create a capital base from which the work and independence of BCA could be supported. She noted that the Foundation had made regular contributions to BCA, with the corpus receiving a boost in 2017 through the establishment of the Shirley Fund following a major gift from Blind Citizens NSW. The Foundation therefore had two funds:
the General Fund, which may be spent for the benefit of people who are blind or vision impaired anywhere in Australia, and
the Shirley Fund, which may be spent for the benefit of people who are blind or vision impaired in NSW or the ACT.
She advised that it was the ongoing policy of the Foundation that grants from these two sub funds were given exclusively to BCA.
For the year ended 30 June 2025, the Foundation received $289,540 of income from investments and, after asset revaluations, reported a combined net increase from investments of $98,999. Operating costs were $63,666. No donations were received during the year. The combined income and costs resulted in a net increase from operations of $324,873, compared with a profit of $283,749 in the prior year. A total of $166,500, including scholarships, was granted to BCA. The difference related to a scholarship. As at 30 June 2025, the Foundation held net assets of $3,951,791, up by $324,873 from the prior year.
Approximately 73% of the Foundation’s assets were held in shares, with the remainder held in interest bearing or fixed interest securities. The Foundation was a public ancillary fund. As such:
gifts to the Foundation, for the General Fund or the Shirley Fund were tax deductible
the Foundation was required to regularly seek donations from the public, and
the Foundation was required to distribute a minimum of 4 percent of its net assets to its beneficiaries each year.
Maryanne advised that the Foundation and BCA had a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). The purpose of the MOU was “to provide a framework for cooperation for promotion and public fundraising through agreed activities and allocations of costs incurred and funds received”. Under the MOU, BCA and the Foundation had agreed:
to auspice and fund the Hugh Jeffrey Scholarships Program to support people who are blind or vision impaired in their post secondary studies at university, in vocational education and training, or in courses relating to governance or leadership
to increase the Foundation’s presence on the internet by creating a location for current and historical information and records, including an online donation portal with capacity to receive one off and ongoing public donations directed according to each donor’s wishes to their chosen party, either BCA or the Foundation
to cooperate to engage a fundraising professional and share the costs, and
to work together to foster engagement with a committed group of regular donors to either or both organisations.
Maryanne noted that in May 2025, Craig Hunter joined the BCA team as Fundraising Manager, with the Foundation contributing 60% of the costs. A small committee chaired by BCA Treasurer Andrew Webster had been established, with members from BCA and the Foundation, to support Craig’s work.
Maryanne reminded members and friends of BCA that donating to the Foundation was a way to make a lasting contribution to BCA’s work, and advised that donations could be made through the BCA office.
Maryanne advised that the Foundation had determined its grants for the 2025 to 2026 financial year, and that each grant would be paid in two equal instalments:
The grant to BCA from the General Fund was $49,240.
 The grant to BCA from the Shirley Fund was $109,260.
The total grant from the Foundation to BCA was $158,500, which was an increase of $5,000 (3.25%) from the prior year.
In addition to these grants, the Foundation had continued its support for the Hugh Jeffrey Scholarships Program and had committed $15,000 per year for future scholarships. Maryanne further advised that the Foundation intended to increase its annual grant for the 2027 financial year from 4% to 5%, which would equate to an increase of approximately $40,000, to nearly $200,000.
Maryanne advised that the Company Secretary was Tim Murton and the Funds Manager was Shaw and Partners, and she thanked them for their support and advice during the year. She noted that the Trustee of the Foundation had six board members: David Blyth, Ashley Blyth, Graeme Innes, Donna Purcell, Karen Knight and Maryanne Diamond. She thanked the directors for their support and diligence throughout the year.
Questions
Susan Thompson queried whether the Foundation had a process to assure itself that the Shirley Fund requirement, that funds be spent to primarily benefit NSW and the ACT, was being met through its grant to BCA. Maryanne advised that each quarter the Foundation received a report against the agreed hours, which now more clearly identified activity undertaken in NSW and the ACT, and that BCA recognised it needed to acquit the funds as part of the arrangement. Susan Thompson also asked whether the acquittal reports were available to members. Deb Deshayes advised that she was happy to share the reports and that they could be uploaded to the BCA website.
Vaughn thanked Maryanne for her report. Andrew Webster clarified the increase provided by the Foundation to BCA, and Deb Deshayes joined Andrew in thanking Maryanne for the update.
Election Report for President, Director and NSW/ACT State Division positions and confirmation of NPC representatives 
Vaughn Bennison advised that there were no changes to directors for the year, and no director appointments, as all current directors were part way through their three year terms. He thanked directors for their contributions over the past 12 months.
Angela Jaeschke presented the elections and nominations report. BCA had called for nominations for the NSW and ACT State Division Committee, and expressions of interest for the National Policy Committee and the Finance, Audit and Risk Management Committee.
Nominations for NSW/ACT State Division: 
At the close of nominations on 17 October 2025, one nomination was received for the NSW and ACT State Division Committee, being Stephen Belbin (NSW). Following a further call for expressions of interest for remaining vacancies, expressions of interest were received from Susie Hudson, Mark Schofield, and Stephanie Peebles (all NSW). These appointments filled the vacant NSW positions on the State Division Committee, joining Phillip Tilley and Annette Sims. The report noted that one vacancy remained for the ACT position.
Angela expressed thanks and appreciation to Susan Thompson for completing her two-year term on the State Division Committee.
[bookmark: _Int_kPLLJmrH]In relation to the National Policy Committee, Debra Simons, Stephanie Sullivan, Ross Hurford, and Robert Altamore were noted as having completed their two year terms, and were thanked for their contributions to BCA’s policy work. Expressions of interest were received from Ross Hurford (QLD) and Robert Altamore (ACT). Following a further call, Elana Allen (NSW) submitted an expression of interest which was accepted.
In relation to the Finance, Audit and Risk Management (FARM) Committee, Tim Harte was confirmed to join in 2026. Ross Hurford was noted as having expressed interest in serving on FARM, but would focus on contributions to the NPC in 2026, with the intention to join FARM in future years. Ross Hurford and Tim Harte were thanked for their interest and support. Motion moved by Kristy Stichter, seconded by Graeme Innes and carried.
Vaughn Bennison thanked the Co-company Secretaries, Deb Deshayes and Angela Jaeschke, for their diligence and governance related work throughout the year.
6. Other business:
Martin Stewart noted his appreciation for the newly announced part time systemic advocacy position. He advised that advocacy services were in very high demand, and that the waiting list remained at 43 matters. Martin Stewart noted that systemic advocacy would also support individual advocacy.
Vaughn Bennison thanked his fellow directors, particularly Helen Freris as Vice President and Andrew Webster as Treasurer, and thanked directors who monitored committees. Vaughn Bennison thanked Deb Deshayes and BCA staff for their work, and thanked members for their faith and trust, including those who donated to Blind Citizens Australia.
Doug McGinn suggested that, as this was the 50th year, members might like to briefly hear from the founding members who attended the original AGM. Vaughn Bennison noted this was a good idea and asked David Blyth and Bill Jolley if they would be prepared to do so after the meeting closed. Bill Jolley confirmed he was happy to speak. Susan Thompson suggested that comments from the founding members be kept as part of the meeting record. Moved by Emma Bennison, seconded by Kristy Stichter and carried.
David Blyth reflected on how different the original meetings were, and noted it was beyond belief that members could now attend an AGM from their homes all over Australia, including Geoff Shang joining from Israel. David Blyth recalled that early meetings involved many resolutions, and that members felt blind people were being neglected and not listened to, and were staunch in their belief that this needed to change. David Blyth acknowledged the late Hugh Jeffrey.
Bill Jolley reflected on Hugh Jeffrey’s view that Blind Citizens Australia should remain independent and not be reliant on Government contracts, noting that these could assist with outcomes but could also reduce autonomy. Bill Jolley reflected on the organisation’s history and progress over 50 years, including major technological and attitudinal change, and acknowledged the many leaders and members who had contributed at board, council and branch levels.
Sondra Wibberley acknowledged BCA’s work relating to sidelit motor vehicles and noted that Kevin Murfitt would have been pleased with the outcome. Vaughn Bennison thanked Sondra Wibberley.
Vaughn Bennison thanked David Blyth and Bill Jolley, acknowledged the leadership contributed by many people across the organisation over 50 years, and advised he was proud to continue the legacy Blind Citizens Australia had built and developed. Vaughn Bennison thanked all attendees.
Meeting closed at 9:00pm.
End of document. 
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