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OLDER WOMEN’S NETWORK 

Statement 
HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [10.10 pm]: I have recently had the opportunity to meet with 
Ruth Kershaw. Ruth Kershaw is, and was, the driving force behind the Older Women’s Network in Western 
Australia. The group started in Gosnells in 1992, and there are now four groups in the metropolitan area.  

The reason I want to speak about the Older Women’s Network tonight, and about Ruth in particular, is that that 
group is a finalist for an award that will be presented on 13 May to volunteer organisations. It is important to 
speak about women like Ruth Kershaw, and about a group such as the older Women’s Network, because, as 
Ruth pointed out to me when I met her, one of the worst things about being an older woman in our community is 
that older women are virtually invisible. Ruth is now in her late seventies. She said that when she started her 
group, she was in her sixties and had retired, and she suddenly felt that there was nowhere in society for her to 
go. She felt that she was not really wanted or needed, and she had no visibility. She described to me that the 
women whom she and her volunteers encourage into their organisation often are called “the silent generation”. 
They are no longer working; they have got wrinkles and baggy skin, and grey hair; and they feel that they are 
deemed by society to be no longer desirable. Of course, many of these older women have outlived their spouses 
and are finding themselves isolated and very lonely.  

The award for which the Older Women’s Network is a finalist is the WA Community Services Excellence 
Awards. These awards pay tribute to the crucial role that not-for-profit community organisations play. Just 
recently in this place, Hon Robyn McSweeney talked about volunteering and referred to some data that shows 
that in Western Australia alone, volunteering was estimated as being worth $2.7 billion in 1992. It was worth 
well over $6 billion in 2006. I am sure more recent figures will show that it is now worth far more than that.  

Volunteering is not just about helping others. For many volunteers like Ruth Kershaw and the women in her 
group, volunteering gives them a sense of purpose that is very sustaining for them. Even more importantly than 
that sense of purpose, Ruth Kershaw and many of the women involved in the Older Women’s Network are also 
actively advocating on behalf of older women at state and national level and are talking about the issues that 
affect them, particularly health issues, issues of public transport, and issues of loneliness and isolation. Ruth 
Kershaw said in her discussion with me that she would like to see an extension of the women’s health centre 
networks to incorporate wellness centres that could address a range of issues that older women face.  

I would like to talk in particular about one initiative that has been taken by Ruth Kershaw and her volunteers. 
That was the establishment of a theatre group in 1995. Interestingly, this followed a trip that Ruth took to Sydney 
to meet with other women in the network. Following the inspiration that she received on that trip, she moved to 
set up a theatre group. This theatre group, which performs in Gosnells and a range of other places, has put on a 
number of productions. It did a production during Seniors’ Week. It also did a production for the anniversary of 
the founding of Western Australia and the centennial anniversary of women’s suffrage. One very interesting 
project that it did was inspired by something that Ruth had read about Edith Cowan. Ruth Kershaw wrote a play 
that traced the life of Edith Cowan. In fact, the play was even performed in Geraldton, where Edith Cowan was 
born. Ruth said that that was a great highlight for the group, and also for them as women, because they could see 
as part of their own history the progression of women from a situation in which they were not an influential part 
of society, through to being women who led the way for other women.   

I will not say much more about that now. However, opportunities such as this, when we can talk about women 
such as Ruth Kershaw, and their organisations, are very important. It is very rarely that women who contribute 
so much to society and so much to keeping older women active and integrated get any recognition. Of course I 
wish them all the best of luck for the awards on 13 May.   
 


