MR. MICHAEL GILL: Ioannis, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen.

 I asked Ioannis a little while ago, “How long do I have to speak?” He said, “Two to three minutes.” 

Well, we lawyers only do it in six-minute units. So I said, “Can I have one or two more minutes, because I have to very briefly cover the Greek history of Australia? It wouldn’t be fair of me to come here without saying something about the Greeks in Australia.”



And it’s a very interesting story. You probably know, being good students of Greek history, that the very first Greeks to come to Australia were seven sailors who were convicted by a British court of a crime. They were transported to Sydney in 1829. Well, as is so often the case with British justice as regards foreign nationals, the court got it wrong. Their convictions were subsequently overturned.



Five returned to Greece but two stayed on in Australia. And I wonder how many people have ever researched their roots as Greeks, to see whether they can find in  their ancestry, innocent Australian convicts of Greek origin.



The first Greek free settler to come to Australia was in 1835, a young lady from the island of Kalymnos by the name of Katerina Plessos. She had married the Greek commandant on that island in 1827 and came to Australia.



Waves of Greeks followed. The Australian census for 2012 shows that there are over 400,000 people of Greek origin in Australia. A hundred thousand were actually born in Greece.



The people of Melbourne insist on the fact that it’s the second-biggest Greek city in the world. I don't know whether that’s true or not; Australians don’t worry too much about the accuracy of that sort of thing. We have the biggest, the best and the brightest of everything: we just sort of throw these claims around.



But it’s fair to say that that is an important connection or series of connections. In fact, I first became aware of Greece as a young boy, exploring a very special box my father had. It was something I was never allowed to look at. It was a rule that I didn’t open it, but I did one day when I should have been doing other things.



It was his memorabilia from the Second World War. In May 1940 he sailed on the Queen Mary and ended up in Greece. Now, I’d like to tell you of a fantastic war story of heroism and wounding, but, for this audience, he had a truck accident here. He was driving a truck, was in an accident and his leg was very badly damaged. He was sent back to Australia.



While he was repatriating, he met my mother, who, coincidentally, was making coffee in a Greek restaurant in Sydney run by the Georgison family.



In that box I also found postcards that he had sent to my mother, with stamps. They were Greek stamps issued by the Australian military authority during the Second World War, so we have Greek stamps with an Australian touch.



So that’s my personal connection.



Kathy, my wife, and I came here for a wonderful holiday 25 years ago, and it’s great to be back again now. And it’s particularly great with my great mate Ioannis President HILA, to be able to speak on the occasion of the first time that AIDA World has met in Athens.



As I come to the end of my presidency, one of the things I am particularly proud of is that three of my Presidential Council meetings have been at the eastern end of the Mediterranean, in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, in Istanbul in Turkey, where I spoke about a different form of relationship between Australia and Turkey but equally strong, and now of course in the great city of Athens.



It’s wonderful to be here as guests of Hellenic Insurance Law Association. Thank you so much for hosting us on this occasion. To the organisers, to the people who have made this happen, I can tell you as somebody who much experience over many years of attending conferences and seminars: I have experienced no better organisation, and I don't think I have ever experienced a better conference hotel. The staff here are absolutely fantastic. Every aspect of what they do is great, and the organisers I think have a lot to be very proud of.



Can I just say finally, and Ioannis referred to it, after Athens we focus on Rome at the end of September and October. Now, the Italian organising committee are working hard to provide for us a sensational programme in another great city of antiquity. 



And I would encourage you all who have an interest not just in insurance law but in sharing your experience with your colleagues from all over the world, to gather in Rome in September. 

I personally think the greatest thing about AIDA is the opportunity that it affords for people of different nation, language, culture, religion, legal tradition to come together under the auspices of something that binds them, something that is fundamentally important, not just to our industry and to our profession, but society at large; good law and, specifically, good insurance law.



We have a pivotal role to play within the rule of law and within access to justice. What we do is very, very significant work. And the extent to which it becomes better, because we do it together and we learn from each other, is, I think, what AIDA is all about.



So again thank you so much for having us here, looking after us, welcoming us. We look forward to spending this wonderful day of exchange with you. Thank you again.

