
  
 

 
     

1. HFL is disappointed that the ABC’s 7.30 Report ran a story on 17 April 2014 without seeking 
comment from the HFL Board or advising us of the nature of the story that it intended to air. The 
story related to a woman, Jo Hennessy, who attended HFL programs on two occasions.   
  

2. HFL considers that the effect of that failure was that the ABC broadcast a story that was not only 
unfair and unbalanced, but that it contained a number of false and misleading statements as set 
out below. More importantly, HFL considers that the effect of that failure was that the ABC 
effectively supported an alleged perpetrator without ever attempting to tell the victim’s (i.e. Ms 
Hennessy’s or, in her absence, her husband’s) side of the story. HFL has written to the ABC and 
pointed out the inaccuracies in their story, and requested, as a minimum, that they remove the 
story from their website. The ABC has refused to do so. 

  
3. The two primary interview subjects of the story were Ms Hennessy’s birth father and step-mother.  

  
4. Records provided to us by Ms Hennessy’s husband, James, indicate that: 
  

a) When she was 11 years old, Ms Hennessy was placed by her father in foster care1. Ms 
Hennessy had been living with her father and step-mother until that time and they had 
recently started a new family (being one of the brothers interviewed in the ABC story).  
  

b) While at a treatment centre, Odyssey House, when she was seventeen years old, Ms 
Hennessy stated that she had begun abusing alcohol at the age of twelve and then began 
taking sedatives and smoking marijuana from the age of fourteen2.   
  

c) While at Odyssey House (in 1992) Ms Hennessy accused her father and step-mother of 
physical abuse during the period she was living with them.  These allegations were made 
to counsellors at Odyssey House who also recorded their suspicion that she had also been 
sexually abused3.  
 

d) Also while at Odyssey House, Ms Hennessy described the best thing that had ever 
happened to her as “getting away from her father”4.  
  

e) After leaving Odyssey House, Ms Hennessy had lived on the streets for a period of time 
and developed a heroin addiction5. 
  

f) In correspondence to her father in 2000, Ms Hennessy accused her father of having 
sexually abused her6.  

  
5. The problems with the ABC’s story that are revealed by the above records include that: 

  
a. while the story attempted to portray Ms Hennessy’s family as a loving and normal one, the 

reality was that Ms Hennessy had been placed in foster care by her father at a young age 

                                                 
1 Admission to Foster Care form completed by father 
2 Patient details form, Odyssey House 
3 Probe Report, Odyssey House 
4 Patient details form, Odyssey House 
5 Treatment Plan Form, Odyssey House 
6 Correspondence between Jo and her father dated July 2000 



  
 

 
     

even though he had the ability to support her (indeed, he had just started a new family with 
his new wife)7; 

  
b. the story used comments by Ms Hennessy’s half-brothers to support the image of a normal 

and loving family, but the reality was that those half-brothers had not even been born when 
the alleged abuse occurred, and only one of them had been born when Ms Hennessy was 
placed into foster care; 
  

c. Ms Hennessy was estranged from her birth father and step-mother in that she had chosen 
to have little contact with them over the years. Accordingly, they were in no real position to 
judge her mental condition before or after attending HFL. The ABC was aware of that fact 
because they were told that Ms Hennessy’s birth father and step-mother had only been 
invited to the funeral the day before it was to be held, but despite that the ABC failed to 
include that relevant piece of information in the story; 
  

d. the story attempted to portray Ms Hennessy as someone whose life had gone downhill after 
attending HFL, but the unfortunate reality was that even as a teenager she had drug and 
alcohol problems and that while she had ultimately managed to make something of her life, 
she struggled throughout her life to deal with the impact of her traumatic childhood. More 
importantly, Ms Hennessy considered that she had benefitted greatly from attending HFL 
and her husband continues to hold that view; and 
  

e. the story said it was ‘not clear’ when Ms Hennessy had first recovered memories of child 
abuse. If that was not clear, then it was only because the ABC had failed to ask anyone 
other than the alleged perpetrator and his family about when allegations of abuse had first 
been made. If the ABC had done so, it would have discovered that the allegations of 
physical abuse had first been made about thirty years before Ms Hennessy attended HFL 
and that the allegations of sexual abuse had first been made about ten years before Ms 
Hennessy attended HFL.   

  
6. There are a number of people who would have revealed the true situation to the ABC if they had 

done their research properly: Ms Hennessy’s husband, the foster parents who raised her when 
her father would not, her close friends, various people that Ms Hennessy had come into contact 
with at HFL and the relatively large number of psychologists that Ms Hennessy had consulted 
since she was a young child.  
  

7. The ABC program also incorrectly alleged that Ms Hennessey had entered some sort of ‘trance’ 
while at HFL. Guests at HFL do not do anything that involves them entering into anything that 
could in any way be described as a trance, a hypnotic state or anything similar. As far as we 
have been able to ascertain from speaking to those attending at the same time as Ms Hennessy, 
she certainly did not enter into a trance, a hypnotic state or any similar state while at HFL. 

  
8. Perhaps the most unfortunate aspect of the ABC program was that it could have celebrated the 

life of Ms Hennessy but instead dishonoured her memory and caused distress to those who were 
close to her, most particularly her husband. Ms Hennessy was a woman who had largely 
overcome the effects of a traumatic childhood to join the Salvation Army and help others, and 
who had managed to find love with her husband before her tragic death. She and her husband 

                                                 
7  Admission to Foster Care form completed by father 



  
 

 
     

credited HFL with helping her to find joy in life and overcome her childhood trauma. Rather than 
attempting to tell any part of that positive story, the ABC instead chose to run an unbalanced 
and misleading story in which the person Ms Hennessy viewed as having been responsible for 
her trauma was allowed to suggest that it was in fact HFL that was in some way responsible for 
Ms Hennessy’s accidental death. That is particularly unfortunate given that the words to which 
Ms Hennessy’s birth family took offence were Ms Hennessy’s own words written before her death 
and the father’s criticisms may have been nothing more than an attempt to discredit a victim of 
his abuse.    
  

9. Please feel free to contact us if you would like any more information regarding the background 
to this matter. 

 

 


