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LIFE ON
A
THE LINE
JO DAVY meets a young woman
who is determined to put an end to
extreme poverty

fter the words “pens down” reverberated
across VCE examination rooms throughout
Victoria, the class of 2006 got down to the
business of celebrating the end of their
secondary education. Most headed straight
for pubs and parties, some slept for a week, others
conducted a ceremonial burning of index cards. It’s safe
to say that only one got up the next morning to direct
the biggest and most successful youth-run music event
in Australian history.
Viv Benjamin was 17 when she organised the Make
Poverty History concert. An enthusiastic crowd of
15,000 crammed into the Sidney Myer Music Bowl to
see headliners Bono and Pearl Jam and send a pointed
message to the leaders of the G20 – that extreme poverty
is extremely preventable.
The event was staged under the auspices of the
Oaktree Foundation, Australia’s largest youth-run
movement to end global poverty, which Benjamin
joined at 16. Today, at the ripe old age of 25, she is the
organisation’s chief executive.
Benjamin has grown up with Oaktree over the past
decade, and the organisation’s vision is intrinsically
linked with her own.
“My personal commitment is that I want to see the
end of extreme poverty in my lifetime,” she says, voice
firm. “We have more than enough food in the world,
we have more than enough money in the world, but
the distribution of both is out of whack. We have the
resources to end this, we just need to be the generation
that says it’s not acceptable.”
It’s a sentiment echoed by the 180,000 Oaktree
supporters from across Australia who donate their time
to raise awareness of extreme poverty, raise money
for projects in developing countries and campaign for
policy change to increase Australia’s commitment to
foreign aid. These initiatives are run entirely by unpaid
volunteers aged 16-26.
With Benjamin at the helm, the organisation is
gearing up for its fourth annual Live Below the Line
campaign, calling upon thousands of Australians to
feed themselves on just $2 a day for five days – the
equivalent of the global extreme poverty line.
In 2013, Live Below the Line attracted 8500
participants and raised $2.1 million to support
education projects in Cambodia and Papua New
Guinea. Having personally completed the challenge
every year since its inception, Benjamin says the money
is fantastic, but the campaign’s real impact lies in the
perspective-changing conversations it initiates.
What was it that shifted her perspective to the plight
of those living hundreds of thousands of kilometres
away? The answer may lie in the Philippines. Born to an
Australian father and a Filipino mother, Benjamin and
her older brother spent their school holidays visiting
relatives on the north coast of the island of Panay.
“It’s this beautiful, tropical, amazing place with
coconut trees and rice paddies and pigs and chickens,”
she says of her family’s property outside the tiny village
of Pook.
“I would go over there every summer as a kid and
it was such a contrast from leafy, suburban Australia
… we were surrounded by people who live ordinary
lives but they live them on dirt floors without running
water. These two worlds colliding was really formative
for me; it gave me a very clear sense that the world

is not this bubble of Melbourne.” Once she found
herself face-to-face with a local girl, of similar age and
appearance, sitting in the dust by the side of the road.
“I looked into the eyes of this girl and I realised I
could be her. I realised that, through no deserving of my
own, I was born in Australia and, through no deserving
of her own, she was born into extreme poverty. I
couldn’t ignore that, I couldn’t ignore the opportunities
I’d been given – purely by chance – to right some of
those imbalances.”
As a child she gained a broader perspective of the
world than Australians four or five times her age, but
Benjamin had the occasional problem close to home.
Back in leafy Balwyn North, she was dismayed to
discover her time at tiny Belle Vue Primary School
was fast coming to a close, and that her best friend
Vicky had been enrolled at the prestigious Methodist
Ladies’ College in Kew. After school that day she told
her parents that she had to be with Vicky, therefore she
would like to go “to this place called MLC”.
“They said, ‘Well, we’re very sorry but we can’t afford
to send you there, you’ve picked just about the most
expensive place to go’,” she says, laughing.
Never one to subscribe to the notion that some things
are beyond our control, the tenacious eight-year-old
spent the next three years studying and was rewarded
with a full scholarship to MLC for her efforts. Ironically,
Vicky ended up getting into another school.
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s a 14-year-old, Benjamin directed Bombs
Begone, her first social justice campaign,
raising money to clear landmines from a
village in rural Cambodia. She organised
battle-of-the-bands events, benefit concerts, and led 100
volunteers in speaking engagements nationwide.
“After that I got involved in basically every
organisation I could get my hands on, from Amnesty
International to United Nations Youth,” she says.
“When I stumbled across Oaktree in its really
early stages, I thought, ‘Wow, this is the place that
young people can really take hold and lead’. I felt like I
was home.”
Founded in 2003 by university students Hugh Evans
and Nic Mackay, Oaktree began with no office, no
budget, and about 30 volunteers. Benjamin joined in
2005, beguiled by Oaktree’s philosophy that young
people have the unique ability to make a real difference
in the world.
“I think we can look back through history and see
that young people have often been at the forefront of
really historic social change,” she says.
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“Young people have looked at the world and said, ‘No,
it’s not OK that apartheid exists’, or ‘No, it’s not OK that
slavery is legal’, in the same way that this generation has
the opportunity to look at the world with fresh eyes and
say that we don’t accept that a billion people in the world
live in extreme poverty.”
Benjamin’s first major campaign with Oaktree was
the inaugural Roadtrip to End Poverty, where she
mobilised 200 students from across the country onto
buses bound for the nation’s capital.
Nobody in the group had spoken to a politician or
set foot in the ACT, but within two days the teenagers
secured meetings with 70 federal MPs and senators to
discuss Australia’s commitment to a pledge made by the
world’s leaders to halve global poverty by 2015.
“They mostly met with us out of surprise that young
people would go so far out of their way to speak about
issues that weren’t about themselves,” she says. “They
were so curious: ‘What is this generation? They’re meant
to be looking at their phones and spending all their time
on – well, at that stage – Myspace’.”
Oaktree capitalised on growing momentum for the
anti-poverty effort by organising the Make Poverty
History concert in late 2006 to coincide with the G20
summit in Melbourne.
As the campaign director, Benjamin describes
the concert as a coming-of-age for the anti-poverty
movement in Australia. Her own turning point came
six months later, when she co-directed the ZeroSeven
Roadtrip with Oaktree founder Hugh Evans.
Deferring a law degree to volunteer at Oaktree
full-time, Benjamin co-ordinated a cast of 700 Oaktree
members to make the journey back to Canberra,
spreading the anti-poverty message along the way.
About two months before the 2007 federal election,
then opposition leader Kevin Rudd used a ZeroSeven
road trip rally in Sydney to announce that, if elected,
Labor would increase foreign aid from 0.35 per cent
to 0.5 per cent of gross national income by 2015. Rudd
won the election and fulfilled his promise, marking the
largest aid increase in Australia’s history.
“It was pretty mind blowing for me as an 18-year-old
to have orchestrated this massive event … and then
at the end of it to be able to say, ‘We’ve convinced a
political leader to make one decision, and that one
decision has gone on to save the lives of millions of
people’,” she says.
“For the rest of my life that will continue to be
something that blows my mind.”
The aid increase was bipartisan policy until two days
before last year’s federal election, when then shadow
treasurer Joe Hockey announced a $4.5 billion cut in
foreign aid to balance the Liberal Party’s budget.
Oaktree isn’t politically affiliated, nor does it receive
any government funding, but Benjamin remains
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