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Start Transcript.
Dian Lipiarski
Hello and welcome to this edition of On the Couch. My name is Dian Lipiarski and I'm here today with Dr Alan Watkinson, Chief Advancement Officer. Welcome, Alan.

Alan Watkinson
My pleasure.

Dian Lipiarski
Alan, can you tell us a bit about the role of alumni and advancement in promoting our people and achievements at La Trobe?

Alan Watkinson
Yeah, absolutely. The alumni and advancement office is one of the growth areas of the university and quite a lot of money has been invested in it over the last few years. And one of the reasons for that is that we have an enormous outreach right across Australia and internationally with our alumni and our friends and supporters. And so my team works all the time, in conjunction with marketing and communications, to tell the stories of not only our alumni, but also the remarkable researchers that we have here and a number of the extraordinary activities which we've been involved in over the last several years.

Dian Lipiarski
I think many people would be curious to know how many alumni we have and what type of significant contributions they've made.

Alan Watkinson
Well we've got about 187,000 alumni worldwide in over 80 countries and you really couldn't pick a single area of achievement in humanity where you wouldn't find one of our La Trobe alumni. So from contemporary politics in Australia where we have current Minister Sussan Ley is one of ours or, on the other side of politics, you might look at Bill Kelty who has been a very significant alumnus over very many years. We've had former ambassadors. And then in the business world, we have some of Australia's leading CEOs and successful business people; we have wonderful representation in the media and the arts. So you name it and we have La Trobe alumni working in all of those areas and doing a remarkable job.

Dian Lipiarski
One of the exciting initiatives of alumni and advancement at the moment is the Staff Giving campaign. Can you tell us a little bit about that and why it's so important that staff get involved?

Alan Watkinson
Absolutely. I think it's one of the most extraordinarily successful stories of La Trobe since I've been here in my three years. We started this in 2013 as an experiment to see whether the staff actually were committed to the kind of social impact and supporting of students, which we thought they would be. And we looked at a model at the University of Queensland, who have been doing this for about 20 years, a staff giving campaign, and they had a very, very strong model. Then in 2013 we went out to our staff and we called it the Golden Lanyard - and I'm sure you'll hear a lot more about that a little bit later on - and in that first year we had a higher participation rate and greater success than the University of Queensland, which had been doing it for 20 years. And we were rewarded nationally and internationally for the success of that particular campaign. That was just the starting point. Since then, we've continued with it, even though there's been obviously restructures and staff losses and so on. The commitment of staff to supporting our students through equity scholarships is still absolutely fantastic. We have wonderful leadership at the top of the university. I think you'll see John Dewar frequently wandering around with his golden lanyard - I've got mine here in my pocket - and promoting it, as do the senior executive and the senior leadership team. And, of course, that filters down right the way through all staff. In fact, in the three years since we commenced this, the staff have contributed more than $130,000.00 towards equity scholarships for our students and that has enabled us to create 15 scholarships in three years. And each of those scholarships last for three years. So it really is fantastic. And it's all about the passion which our staff have and the commitment which they show to giving chances to students who otherwise would never have the opportunity to come here.

Dian Lipiarski
It sounds like a great initiative. So how can staff get involved?

Alan Watkinson
There's one bottom line, and that is they can donate, but there are many ways. So October is the month where we actually get this campaign up and running. So over the next month you'll see banners around the university, there'll be e-signatures on emails, there'll be a landing page on the website. So staff can do it very easily by simply clicking onto the links on the website and making a donation, or members of my team and myself will be around in the AGRA and in various places in the different campuses, and we'll go there for several days and set up a table, and we'll have a banner, so you can't mistake us, and we'll be wearing our golden lanyards, and staff can just pop along, say hello, make a contribution, and we hope they'll pick up their lanyard and wear it with the pride with which the rest of us wear ours.

Dian Lipiarski
Next year is our 50th anniversary and, from what I've heard, your team is very much involved in that. Can you tell us a bit about some of the activities that your team is involved in next year?

Alan Watkinson
Well there are two strands to that really, Dian. The first one is working with the 50th anniversary office which has been set-up and which has a huge range of activities planned to run right the way through the entire year. And my staff will be involved in all of those, particularly around the reunions and the alumni team will be working very hard for them. And I suppose one of those will be the lawn lunch which will be taking place early in March and where I think we're hoping to have up to 3,000 people turning up. So there are many of those sorts of activities. And the other strand is actually the campaign for La Trobe, which has been branded Make the Difference campaign, and that's where I shall be working very hard with my fundraising team and also directly with the Vice-Chancellor to try and make sure that we can encourage our supporters and our alumni to dig deep and give generously to try and make a very ambitious financial goal for our 50th anniversary. So if you think of 50 and you think of a target, you might be getting close to what we're going to try and achieve.

Dian Lipiarski
On a more personal note, Alan, if you don't mind, can you tell us something staff might find interesting to know about you?

Alan Watkinson
That's a very difficult question. If you follow me on Facebook, you can see most of my activities. I am fairly well-known for baking cakes and making jam, which I think is a very important part of my job. Most people probably wouldn't know that I'm actually half Austrian and half English and I came to Australia in 1980. But probably the thing which nobody here would know about me was that in 1981 and 1982, shortly after I'd come to Australia, I was a member of a choral group called "The Melbourne Chorale" and in both of those years, I ended up standing in the middle of the MCG on grand final day singing the anthems for the two grand finalists on both of those years. So I wonder how many of my colleagues here at La Trobe have actually stood in the middle of the MCG on grand final day just before the bounce.

Dian Lipiarski
I don't think very many.

Alan Watkinson
It was an extraordinary experience. I don't remember anything about the games at all because I was too new to the country, but I do remember being surrounded by I think in those days about 85,000 or 90,000 people screaming at me. But I was only one of a group.

Dian Lipiarski
Well it's been great talking to you, Alan. Thank you so much for sharing your time with us today. Well that's it for another edition of On the Couch. See you next time.

End Transcript.
