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Family philanthropy through the
generations: The Sunshine Foundation
by Nicole Richards   September 1, 2016

Fourth generation trustee and chair of the Sunshine Foundation board, Sam Hunt, shares his thoughts
and experience about generational change, the shift from funding charity to funding ambition and why
philanthropy is more than just giving money.

There aren’t many Australian families that can
trace their philanthropic giving across four
generations.

For Sam Hunt, current chair of the Sunshine
Foundation, it was his great, great grandfather, the
inventor and industrialist, Hugh Victor McKay (or
‘H.V.’ as he’s known within the family), who set the
course for the family’s giving.

“H.V. was known as an entrepreneurial man with a
steely resolve,” Sam explains.

“Life was tough working on the family farm—he
was one of 12 children—and he hated the
winnowing aspect of harvesting and was

determined to find a better way.”

In 1884 H.V. invented and successfully marketed a combine harvester that could harvest, thresh and
winnow wheat. In 1904, after hearing a sermon extolling the benefits of sunshine, H.V. named his creation
the Sunshine Harvester.

The harvester’s sales success took it as far afield as the US, Russia, South Africa and Argentina, and soon
made H.V. the largest agricultural exporting manufacturer in the Commonwealth. In 1907, Braybrook
Junction, the small town where production was based, was renamed Sunshine in honour of the product
that, at its peak, employed 3,000 people.

The H.V. McKay Charitable Trust was established soon after H.V.’s death in 1926 and continues to this day.
The Trust provided critical support for the Royal Flying Doctor Service, the Royal Children’s Hospital and
more. In Melbourne, the H.V. McKay Planetarium was the site of many school excursions at the old
Melbourne Museum.

H.V.’s business operation continued until it was sold to a Canadian agricultural manufacturer in 1954, with
the founder’s three surviving children using part of the proceeds from the sale to establish the Sunshine
Foundation to honour their father’s legacy. The trustees, then and now, are all descendants of H.V.

“It’s kind of like a living family history,” Sam says. “We’ve always had that interconnection between
generations and there’s a lot of oral history. The foundation has played a big part in bringing the
generations together and continuing H.V.’s philosophy of giving back.”

Sam’s father was a trustee of the Foundation for 37 years; 30 of which were spent chairing the board.
Sam’s own involvement in the Sunshine Foundation as a trustee began a dozen years ago and after
becoming involved in the investment committee, Sam followed in the footsteps of his father, taking up the
position of chair.

The generational change, he says, was accompanied by the opportunity for the next generation of
trustees to consider how they wanted to engage with the Foundation.

“We’re fortunate in that our trust deed is flexible,” Sam explains. “The Sunshine Foundation’s aim is to
alleviate human suffering, so each of the generations has really been able to interpret that in a way that is
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H.V. McKay

meaningful for them.

“Previous generations received a large volume of unsolicited
applications sent in by various groups across Australia
requesting small amounts of $2,000 – $5,000. In the main, there
were no relationships with these groups—the trustees would
assess each application on its merits and allocate the available
funds accordingly.

“One of the challenges initially with the generational change was
being respectful about what’s been done before you while still
making your own mark. For my part, I believe that you get out
what you put in, and building relationships with the people we
support is important so that we can help them along on their
journey.

After robust discussions, the next generation of trustees coined a
new ethos (Innovation, Community, Integrity, Effectiveness,
Compassion, Humility) and agreed upon a new mission
statement:

To continue the tradition of giving with compassion, to facilitate opportunity within communities and the
environment focusing on support of innovative projects, which have the potential to deliver significant
impact.

“It’s been a shift from funding charity to funding ambition,” Sam says. “We’ve moved away from what was
essentially cheque book philanthropy to a more engaged approach.”

“It really was a bit of a changing of the guard, but we’ve found that having that deeper involvement opens
your mind to different perspectives. Now, we can have wide-ranging, warts-and-all conversations among
the trustees about what we should be supporting with the limited funds available.

“The other important change,” Sam continues, “was the understanding that philanthropy is not always
about just giving money. A lot of the time it’s about opening up your networks, providing support or
backing someone and giving them the confidence to follow their passion or take their project to the next
level.”

Today, the Sunshine Foundation focuses its
grant making in the areas of youth,
Indigenous, rural, education and the
environment. The Foundation provides multi-
year grants in the vicinity of $10,000 –
$50,000 to organisations the trustees seek to
form longer term relationships with (no
unsolicited applications are accepted).
Innovative projects with the potential to
make significant impact are given priority.

Not everything has changed though. The
Foundation still has a small, one-off grants
program in recognition of its past that
acknowledges the big impact small grants

can make for certain groups.

Recent projects the Sunshine Foundation has supported include Western Chances, with which the
Foundation has had an eight year relationship, helping young people in Melbourne’s west reach their full
potential. The Foundation has also supported the Oromo Youth Leadership Program and Annual African
Youth Soccer Tournament; provided seed funding for environmental education provider Cool Australia;
funded research to assess the efficacy of the Australian Centre for Rural Entrepreneurship and supported
the work of SOAP Aid and One Disease.

 

PHILANTHROPY AND WEALTH ADVISORS
Sam’s own background is in finance and investment, and in his current role as co-founder and director of
financial and wealth management firm, Warr Hunt, he is a passionate advocate for greater engagement in
philanthropy.

“We really believe in giving back,” Sam says. “We view Warr Hunt as sitting at the intersection of the lives
of our people, our clients and our communities.”

“We work with WIRE, the women’s support, information and referral service on a bi-monthly basis,
advising women where they sit financially; we’ve supported scholarships in hospitality in Vietnam
educating street kids; we do a matching program of up to $1,000 for staff who fundraise and we give
them time off to be able to pursue their philanthropic interests.”

Sam believes the reluctance of many wealth advisors to broach the topic of philanthropy comes down to
surface-level relationships.

“I think traditionally the focus for a lot of wealth managers is to see their client as an opportunity to make
money—they tend to see a number, not the potential for a deeper relationship nor an understanding of
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the client’s vision.

“Having that conversation about philanthropy needs to come from a pure place. It’s about asking how this
avenue will enrich the legacy of the client for future generations and helping them work through the
issues of contributing as a family group and what they’re passionate about.”

“I think the biggest mistake with philanthropy is waiting too long to start,” he says.

“It’s never too early to start—small amounts can make a big difference, it’s not a rich person’s domain.
And again, it’s not just about giving money, but also help with advice, networks and support.

 

NEXT-GENERATION PHILANTHROPY
As a father of five young children of his own, Sam has a keen sense of legacy.

“Sure, I’d like my kids to get involved with the Foundation, but I have no expectations,” he says.

“They probably wouldn’t be getting involved for another 10 or 20
years and who knows what the Foundation will look like then. I
think younger generations are already so aware of giving—they’ve
got a much broader understanding of it than I did when I was
their age.

“One of the challenges we’re looking at now at the Foundation is
how to best engage with the next generation of H.V.’s descendants
—most of them are in their 20s.

“Philanthropy has enriched my life and I think that comes down to
really reflecting about what you want out of life. It gives you a
deeper sense of connection with other people and leaving some
kind of legacy beyond yourself. It’s really about engaging people at
the most basic human level. That’s what I enjoy.

“We live in very materialistic world but does that ultimately lead to
happiness? Ultimately no, it’s the relationships you have with your
family and friends and your engagement with your community
that you really hold dear.

“Life’s not a dress rehearsal—you have to work out where you
spend your time and what are the values that are important to you: Love? Respect? Integrity? How do you
demonstrate those values? I think it’s by getting involved in giving—not sitting on the sidelines.”

 

 

 

Learn more about the work of the Sunshine Foundation by visiting the website.

Read more about H.V. McKay in the Museum Victoria H.V. McKay Collection

 

Archival photo courtesy of Museum Victoria http://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/articles/2969
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