RISING FORCE

Women are making their move among Australia’s top givers.

sTORY BY LAUREN SAMS

S DIVORCE GOOD FOR PHILANTHROPY? THIS COULD

be the year Australia finds out. Nicola Forrest, who split

from former husband Andrew in 2023, now gives through
both the Minderoo Foundation and her own Coaxial
Foundation. And while Coaxial didn’t make the Philanthropy
50 List this year, it will almost certainly next year.

Likewise, Mike and Annie Cannon-Brookes’ divorce may
lead to greater levels of giving from both, through Mike’s
Boundless Earth and the Cannon-Brookes Foundation,
which is led by the former couple. It’s all been pioneered
globally, says JBWere’s John McLeod, by MacKenzie Scott,
ex-wife of Jeff Bezos, who set in motion a wave of impressive
philanthropic giving in 2020, currently totalling $US19
billion ($31.7 billion). Next year’s Philanthropy 50, in other
words, could be quite different to 2025’s.

Marriage break-ups aside, philanthropy has already
changed markedly in the time that The Australian Financial
Review began documenting our biggest donors (JBWere
began analysing the for-purpose sector in 2001). While direct
philanthropy contributes just 7 per cent of charitable income
in Australia (about half comes from the government, another
43 per cent from providing goods and services to clients), it’s
significant, says McLeod. “Philanthropy is different to other
funding,” he says. “It is the risk capital of the sector and
allows charities to search for new solutions. Broadly, we have
fewer people donating more.” The top three donors this year
—the Yajilarra Trust, Minderoo Foundation and Paul Ramsay
Foundation — gave more in total than the top 50 combined in
the first three years of the list, resulting in a 10 per cent
increase on 2024’s total, to $1.4 billion. There are now 25
donors who give more than $10 million annually, and four
over $100 million. “What we’re seeing is more young people,
often from the tech sector, giving away more, earlier in life,”

26 AFR MAGAZINE MAY

PHILANTHROPY 50

Melissa Smith
(left) and

Paula MclLean
of She Gives.

PHOTOGRAPH BY DOMINIC LORRIMER

McLeod says. One such debutante is Canva’s Cameron
Adams, who, with wife Lisa Miller, has given away $9.8
million through the 4am and Wedgetail foundations. There’s
also been a shift in the approach to charitable giving, notes
McLeod. The DAK Foundation, led by Dave and Kerry
Rickards and focused on international health, and others
such as Tony and Maureen Wheeler have been willing to
publicly disclose their giving to help promote causes and
encourage others. “There’s now higher levels of awareness of
the impact these stories can have,” says McLeod.

One person trying to drive the narrative of philanthropy is
Melissa Smith, founder of She Gives, a campaign that aims to
build awareness of female-led philanthropy in Australia.
With significant amounts of intergenerational wealth being
passed to women, as well as women’s increased earning
power and longer life expectancies, there will be more XX
chromosomes on the Philanthropy 50 in years to come.
Smith is eager to accelerate this timeline. “We focus on
women because women give more substantially, they drive
philanthropic decisions in their family and they are coming
into even more financial power,” she says. “But women play
a quieter role. So to grow women’s giving, we need data and
we need role models.” High-profile female donors this year
include Jane Hemstritch, who gave $8 million to the Walter
and Eliza Hall Institute of Medical Research.

At the end of 2025, Smith and She Gives will hand down
an extensive report into women’s philanthropy in Australia,
in partnership with the Centre for Social Impact at the
University of Western Australia. “Often women feel that
their efforts aren’t ‘enough’ to talk about publicly,” says
Smith. “But what we hear is that women want to hear stories
of real women, who have a story of philanthropy. It doesn’t
have to be billions to make an impact.” e
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