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Conference
Forum discusses
challenges of
tough times
Bishop Greg Homeming with LCC President Yvonne Wynen and Father Paul and Father Fred at the Forum dinner.

Held in Grafton from 17-18 October 2017, the annual
Conference Forum was attended by Regional and
Conference Presidents, plus a number of Members,
from throughout the Lismore Central Council
Diocese.
The opening night’s dinner at the Grafton District
Services Club featured a keynote address from Lismore’s
Bishop Gregory Homeming, a member of the Discalced
(‘Barefoot’) Carmelite order who confessed he had
never expected to be chosen for the high-level position
he commenced eight months ago.
The Bishop spoke warmly about the many good works
for which St Vincent de Paul Society is known, noting that
goodness is a prerequisite to holiness. He then observed
that while society, here and around the world, has many
groups and individuals who genuinely do “great things

for others”, the important essence for Christians is to do
good because “it is about God”.
“God is at the heart of everything the Church does, and
should be at the heart of everything we do as well,” he
said.
In other words, it’s “good to be good” but it’s better to be
“good and godly”.

The following day’s busy proceedings featured a video
presentation by Support Coordinator Greg Ryan on the
‘We Care’ model of client interviewing that has been
trialled successfully by St Augustine’s Conference in
Coffs Harbour, whose President Cecily Foley briefed
the Forum on office layout and procedures that had
improved the experience for both clients and Members.

cont on P4

Lismore Central Council covers the Far North Coast and Mid North Coast regions of NSW, from Tweed
Heads down to Laurieton. Within this Diocese the St Vincent de Paul Society
operates 27 Vinnies shops as well as 29 Conferences.

From the Executive Officer
In this Christmas-New
Year newsletter I want
to reflect on some issues
relating to the festive
season, however I am
facing a conundrum.

I have long struggled with
celebrating
Christmas
because I associate this
holy time of year with
undue pressure. Pressure to buy the perfect gift for
children and family; to spend time with family located
in other places, often far away; to cook the perfect
Christmas feast; financial pressure; pressure to have
the best Christmas lights display; and to enjoy yourself
when feeling conflicted.
Would our ancestors, who humbly began the festival
of Christmas to celebrate the birth of Jesus, approve
of the modern world’s commercialised celebrations?
Once I began writing I became acutely aware of how
lucky I am to even have these pressures to consider; to
have a choice whether to embrace the pressure or not.

Far too many members of our local communities
experience Christmas not as a time of such pressures
but of despair at not being able to afford presents,
of being alone at Christmas, of not having anywhere
or anyone to eat with, of not having a roof over their
head, or of not being able to afford their electricity bill.
Sadly, Christmas is the most likely time of year for
people to experience mental health issues, sometimes
of the most extreme kind. This is totally out of keeping
with the joyous Christmas, and Christian, message.

Let us do everything within our roles in the Society to
try and bring some HOPE into the lives of those people
for whom Christmas might mean despair.
Let us reach out in friendship, offer some kind words,
material help if required, and help spread genuine
good cheer.

Let us seek to minimise the pressure on our families
and friends, and enjoy a greater simplicity throughout
the holiday period, rather than a frantic pre-Christmas
build-up followed by a let-down.
On behalf of all staff at Lismore Central Council, I wish
you a happy and safe Christmas, and a good start to
New Year 2018.
Michael Timbrell
Executive Officer
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From the President
Hello fellow Vincentians,

Christmas is almost upon
us and I’m sure you are all
busy organising hampers,
sorting donations and
generally gearing up for a
busy time ahead.

Whether
you
are
a volunteer in our
conferences or shops, I know you are working hard to
do what you can to help others, especially at Christmas
time.
Although many families suffer a great deal of stress
around Christmas time, remember that here in our
Diocese of Lismore you are putting food on the table,
assisting with bills and generally helping thousands of
people put their problems aside for a while to enjoy
Christmas with their families.

When you have handed out the last hamper or voucher,
sorted or sold the last donation, and closed the door
on your last shift or roster, please go home and look
forward to spending time with your families, confident
in the knowledge that you have done as much as you
can for those in your community.
I would like to take this opportunity to thank you for
giving so much of your time to helping others through
your work at the St Vincent de Paul Society. I would
also like to thank your families for sparing you! I know
at this time of year they are also integral in supporting
you to do such good work.
I wish you all a very happy and holy Christmas, and
will leave you with the following Irish Christmas
Blessing…

An Irish Christmas Blessing

God grant you lightness in your step,
A smile on every face you meet,
Loved ones gathered at your hearth,
And at your door, good friends to greet
A holy hymn upon your lips,
A window candle burning bright,
And may the Good Lord bless your heart
And come to dwell there Christmas night.
Yvonne Wynen
President Lismore Central Council

Children the focus of
Anti-Poverty week
Lismore Central Council President Yvonne Wynen and Tony Davies, CEO of Social Futures, and President of the NSW Council
of Social Service, at the regional launch of Anti-Poverty Week 2017 (NCOSS).

Two of the North Coast’s main community service
organisations came together during national AntiPoverty Week (15-21 October) to urge elected
representatives to provide more support for the
needs of children living in poverty.
It is estimated that 20,000 children between Tweed
Heads and Port Macquarie live in families experiencing
poverty, with every Local Government Area having a
child poverty rate of about 20 per cent, which is higher
than the NSW average.
“The Lismore Central Council of St Vincent de Paul Society
and Social Futures joined hands to shine a light on the
largely hidden problem of children living in households
where poverty is entrenched and disadvantage causes an
ever-present risk of homelessness,” said LCC President
Yvonne Wynen.
Both organisations were also involved at a state level -

the NSW Co-Chairs of Anti-Poverty Week were Jack de
Groot, CEO of St Vincent de Paul Society NSW, and Tony
Davies, CEO of Social Futures, and President of the NSW
Council of Social Service (NCOSS).
Children and young people who experience poverty
and disadvantage are more likely to have health and
behavioural problems, experience housing and food
insecurity, and fall behind at school.

The partner organisations wrote to Federal and State
MPs and Mayors urging them to help children access
schools, get better food and housing, and to support
program connecting kids to families and the community.
“We believe our elected representatives have the
influence to focus more attention on the plight of young
people living in poverty. With appropriate support every
child can thrive and look forward to a fulfilling life,” Ms
Wynen said.

“With appropriate support every child can
thrive and look forward to a fulfilling life.”
Yvonne Wynen - President Lismore Central Council
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Conference Forum

continued from P1

A lengthy discussion about ways to attract new volunteer
Members was led by LCC President Yvonne Wynen,
who agreed with suggestions that this goal might be
advanced by further promoting the work of Conferences
to communities around the North Coast.

Bishop Greg Homeming with Mark O’Farrell, principal of
McAuley Catholic College, Grafton with year 12 students
Mackenzie Trivett and Noemi Beckman.

Celeste Abell from the Warrina service gave a valuable
presentation on responding to domestic and family
violence. An outline of the Society’s commitment to
child protection measures was delivered by NSW
Child Safe Project Coordinator, Belinda-Jayne (‘BJ’)
Davis, who is overseeing statewide training for staff
in all Councils. Then followed discussion about the
mandatory reporting requirements for Members
suspecting that child abuse or neglect had taken place,
with the responsibility for a child’s welfare surpassing
the confidentiality requirement of client consultations.
The Society’s contact number for seeking advice about
child protection issues is 1800 478 776. Conference
Members should raise any concerns by calling this
number and raising the issue with their Conference

President. Staff should notify the Executive Officer and
ring the support line, or Community Services on 132
111 out of hours, if they wish.

In the light of such disturbing statistics, child protection
is of the highest priority to St Vincent de Paul Society.

The final session saw a briefing by Executive Officer
Michael Timbrell on the financial challenges facing the
Lismore Central Council. He said that while income
from Vinnies shops and the Matthew Talbot recycling/
reprocessing centre in Goonellabah remains strong, the
demand for support through Conferences continues to
rise, with many North Coast residents finding it tough to
keep their heads above water.
“Despite these challenges, it is essential for Conferences
to support local people in need within the client
assistance budget that has been allocated to ensure the
financial sustainability of the Lismore Central Council of
the Society,” he added.

Most attendees felt the 2017 Forum was the best
they had attended, with the importance of the topics
discussed giving extra value to this annual event.

Richmond Regional Conference members at the Forum.
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Manager for Pete's Place
Pete’s Place homeless services centre in Coffs
Harbour (due to open in December 2017) has
appointed an experienced manager Dave Tilson
(pictured) and the search has begun to engage
around ten volunteers to help run the city’s muchneeded facility.
Dave has worked in housing and homelessness services
for twenty years. His family has moved to Coffs Harbour
after a lengthy stay in Geelong where Dave’s work
included managing homelessness outreach staff and
a support service for independent living units, mostly
focused on homeless persons 50 years-plus, and linking
homelessness services with aged care.
In the UK he had extensive experience with communityfocused housing associations, including residents of
public housing estates.

“Dave Tilson brings a wealth of valuable experience
to the new position of Pete’s Place manager,” said St
Vincent de Paul Society’s North Coast executive officer
Michael Timbrell.
“This is a much needed drop-in service for Coffs
Harbour, which has a significant number of homeless
people, often hidden to the broader community. For the
first time they will be able to access personal supports
such as bathroom and laundry facilities, and referral to
specialist services.”

Pete’s Place is named after the late Peter Grealy, a
benefactor of St Vincent de Paul Society. It is a purposebuilt extension to the Coffs Harbour Neighbourhood
Centre, and will open Mondays-Fridays from 8.30am1.30pm.
Pete’s Place will be managed by the Society, relying

Dave Tilson, newly-appointed manager of Pete’s Place, Coffs
Harbour

strongly on volunteers. New Horizons organisation will
provide staff on a one day per week basis.

Pete’s Place has been developed through a Community
Capital Infrastructure Grant of $111,000 from Coffs
Harbour City Council, with financial inputs of $35,000
each from St Vincent de Paul Society and the Rotary
Club of Coffs Harbour.
Many local businesses in the building industry have
provided valuable donations of skills and materials.

Healthy start to busy school day
George Mutton, a Kindy student at Iluka Public School, tucks
into a healthy breakfast provided by St Vincent de Paul Society’s
Breaking the Barrers – Engagement in Education program.

The program operates in various North Coast schools where
children are likely to be impacted by significant hardship and
disadvantage. In Iluka it is run by volunteer teacher Lynne Essery,
and receives support from the local IGA store.

Iluka PS has 130 students, with 20 or more being regular
participants in the breakfast program. Principal Phil Bradmore
said, “Our school is very grateful for the support we receive from
St Vincent de Paul.”
Illuka breakfast club - Photo: Phil Bradmore, Illuka
Primary School

See page 6 story on the Society’s food pantry at Murwillumbah
Public School, and page 11 story on the breakfast program at
Gillwinga Public School, South Grafton.
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Around our shops
Brunswick Heads Vinnies
amongst fellow volunteers and shoppers,” June said.

From the other side of the counter Julia said, “I'm a
fossicker and I love the Aladdin’s Cave aspect of op
shopping - the anticipation of finding precious discarded
treasures...

“I often find great quality clothes - including designer
labels. I'm not much fussed about having the latest
fashion but I do appreciate well-made clothes, especially
at a fraction of the price!

Keen op shopper Julia Hall in Vinnies Brunswick Heads shop
with day coordinator June Leroy (left) and fellow volunteer
Beth Gordon.

Suffolk Park resident Julia Hall loves visiting op shops
almost as much as June Leroy likes working in them.
June, the day coordinator of Vinnies Brunswick Heads,
has volunteered in the shop for the 24 years since it
opened. She enjoys nothing more than seeing people get
excited about nabbing a bargain.

“I often boast that 90% of my clothes come from op
shops & garage sales.

“Best of all - you can't go wrong in an op shop. There's no
pressure to find the right price - and if you change your
mind when you get home, you can just put it back in the
charity bin the next day, knowing that your money went
to a good cause. It's a win-win shopping experience."
Both women also love the ecological benefits of recycling
clothes, books and other nick-knacks.

“It’s a great environment for making new friends, both

“Op shops play a really important environmental role,
not only giving people the opportunity to give quality
items a second life but preventing a huge amount of
material from being sent to the tip,” Julia said.

Bernadette Salter and Joan Keen have each been shop
volunteers in Murwillumbah for more than twenty
years. They still love coming in to see what treasures
may have been donated - like this classic Bing Crosby
LP.

Letizia Albertini, acting coordinator on the day we
visited, with back-of-house team members at Vinnies
Murwillumbah shop, (l-r) Gail Hennessy, Peter Hyde, Gai
Washington and Shirley O’Connor.

Murwillumbah Vinnies
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Kyogle Vinnies
The shop continues to open Monday-Friday from
9.00am-3.30pm.
Shop manager Glad Wilkinson said the shop has 42
volunteers on its books but can always do with more
help.

“Many members of our team work for short periods, for
example half-days or one day per month. People need
time to babysit grandchildren or look after sick relatives
or friends, so we’re very flexible” she added.
Kyogle Vinnies shop manager Glad Wilkinson (left) with
fellow volunteer Sharon Duro and Halloween costume
shopper Vicki Bright from Nimbin Neighbourhood Centre.

Vinnies Kyogle is now opening on Saturdays from
9.00am to midday to meet spillover demand from the
morrning market and locals whose work in Lismore and
Casino takes them away from town during the week.

While Glad has volunteered at the shop for fourteen
years, and been manager for ten months, she is by no
means the longest serving staffer. This honour goes to
Angela Rankin, who has volunteered for 25 years, and
Jan Harley who has clocked up 20 years.
In the words of a poster on the wall of the staff tea room,
“Volunteers aren’t paid – not because they’re worthless
but because they’re priceless.”

Casino Vinnies

Alstonville Vinnies

On the day we visited Alstonville shop they had just
received donations to please locals preparing to hit the
ski slopes in 2018.

“You never know what’s going to come through the door
next,” quipped manager Esme Daley (centre), pictured
with volunteers (l-r) Lorraine Keppie, Kerry Simmons,
Aureen Grissell, Sue Simpson and Shirley Howe.
Esme has volunteered in the shop for the past 21 years,
beginning with a single shift on Friday afternoons
when she popped in to iron clothes.

Pictured l-r are team members Dianne Maher (shop
manager), Mary Dhanaram, Geraldine Shaw, Lynne
Northfield, Jan Humphrey and Ian Eggleton.

Casino Vinnies runs through the help of 39 volunteers,
with five more awaiting their induction. They sell more
than 1000 items each week, mostly clothing, with one
keen shopper group being Pacific Island workers who
come under an Australian Government scheme to pick
blueberries and other crops on local farms. Dianne
says they are amazed by the bargain prices. “Recently,
preparing to return home, some Vanuatu visitors
couldn’t believe we were selling excellent suitcases for
$5.00 – they thought we’d said $50.00!”

The St Vincent de Paul Society is committed to actively and passionately
speaking out against the causes of poverty and inequality
on behalf of the people we serve.
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Celebrity show helps kids survive school
The production company for the reality series ‘I’m a
Celebrity – Get Me Out of Here!’ has donated $5000
to enable St Vincent de Paul Society, in partnership
with the Murwillumbah Public School, to run the
daily Food Pantry Program at the school through
2018.

“We have been running the Food Pantry throughout this
year. The school reports that it has had many positive
effects, notably in helping students concentrate and
study better.” Ms Hyde said.
“Like the school, we are tremendously excited that the
Tweed Community Initiative Fund has decided to come
on board with significant funding. This will enable us to
continue the Food Pantry Program through next year
and hopefully beyond.”

The Murwillumbah Public School Food Pantry Program
provides toast with various toppings, sandwiches,
biscuits and fruit. “These healthy food options ensure
that all children are best prepared to meet the challenges
of a day at school.” Ms Hyde added.
‘I’m a Celebrity – Get Me Out of Here’ produces two
series from Tweed Shire annually for the UK and German
markets.
Sharing the announcement of $5000 in funding for the Food
Pantry Program at Murwillumbah Public School were (l-r)
girls’ captain Mahli Johnson, ‘I’m a Celebrity’ community liaison Lanie Loughlin, principal Les Daley, boys’ vice-captain
Tristan Fisher and Michelle Hyde from St Vincent de Paul
Society’s ‘Breaking the Barriers’ program.

Allocated through ITV’s Tweed Community Initiative
Fund, the support will ensure that breakfasts, recess
snacks and lunches will continue to be provided costfree to all children who want them.
Murwillumbah Public School is identified as a school
that will benefit from greater community support,
according to Michelle Hyde, the northern coordinator of
the Society’s ‘Breaking the Barriers’ program.
This program supports a range of North Coast
community activities that benefit young people who
may face disadvantage.

At the assembly where $5000 in funding was announced for
Murwillumbah Public School’s Food Pantry Program were
principal Les Daley, ‘I’m a Celebrity – Get Me Out of Here!’
community liaison Lanie Loughlin and Michelle Hyde from
St Vincent de Paul Society’s ‘Breaking the Barriers’ program.

Paddleboard is just the ticket
Watched by Linda Williams, Special Works Manager,
Vinnies shop volunteers Bev Herbert (left) and Jude
Evans drew the raffle to finalise the Fred’s Place
community sleepout fundraising for 2017.

The prize was an 11ft stand-up Paddleboard with
retractable oar, valued at $800. Donated by Kingscliff
Beach Bowls Club, Barefoot Wines and Bubbly & Oatley
Fine Wines, the paddleboard was won by Gold Coast
Airport, a generous supporter of Fred’s Place drop-in
centre for homeless people in Tweed Heads.
Fred’s Place provides light meals, bathroom and laundry
facilities, and other services for an estimated 80-plus
homeless people per day, some coming from north of
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the NSW-Queensland border, others from various parts
of Tweed Shire and further south.

Correction to Birpai
Nation story
The Oct-Nov 2017 issue of North
Coast Community News carried a
story on the Society’s collaboration
with the Birpai Aboriginal Land
Council in Port Macquarie-Hastings.

We erroneously named it the ‘Biripi
Local Aboriginal Land Council’. Biripi
is how the Taree community spells
its nation’s name, while the Birpai
spelling covers the Port MacquarieHastings area.
Both words come from the Gathang
language, traditionally used over
several nations and sub-nations.

Spiritual Reflection
Christmas is a time of joy and
hope. We celebrate the birth
of Jesus in the most humble of
beginnings and the message of
liberation and salvation that he
proclaimed.
Of course, Christmas is not a
time of celebration for all in our
communities.

For many, it is a time of great stress
and worry, compounded by the
burden of expectation of being seen
to be doing all of the Christmas
things: giving and receiving
presents, holding feasts, being
happy always.

We know that homelessness does
not end at Christmas, nor the
anguish of those struggling to make
ends meet and find a meaningful
job.
For those languishing in detention
while escaping persecution, just as
Jesus and his family were forced to
do, the message of hope can be hard
to see.

But as Jesus called on us to be a
neighbour to each other, we do see
tremendous acts of generosity and
goodwill during this season too.

Society members will be sharing
hampers with families; they will
be volunteering in our places of
welcome for those fleeing domestic
violence; sharing a cup of tea while
providing a roof over someone’s
head and, no doubt, sharing a smile
and a tear or two along the way.

The Society’s great strength is in the
many men and women who work,
volunteer and give generously of
their time and talents, recognising
that they are brother and sister to
those they meet.

We apologise for our error.

Vinnies
changes
lives
every
day.

They recognise the dignity of all
and seek to celebrate it by walking
together, sometimes along difficult
and winding paths.

Their efforts are what moves
community from a word or slogan,
to a place of hope and joy, even in
difficult times. They give expression
to the blessing ‘go in peace to love
and serve the Lord’.
Thank you to all those who serve,
both in giving and in receiving, may
you have a hope-filled and happy
Christmas.

Colleen Cunningham,
St Augustine's
Conference,
Coffs Harbour

Graham West, National President
St Vincent de Paul Society
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Nothing wasted at Stotts Creek
For the dedicated whisky buff only one type of glass
is fit for purpose – the Glencairn, small and tulip
shaped, weighted to fit snugly in the hand, and
designed to enhance the aroma and taste of a single
malt, Irish whisky or single barrel bourbon.

Michael McCart said. “It sold for $400.”

The company’s website says it can be found at every
distillery in Scotland, Ireland and Wales, as well as most
in the USA.

The arrangement is a win-win for buyers who are giving
a second – or maybe third – life to unwanted items, as
well as the environment, as the amount of material not
going to landfill, or being transported up to Queensland
for disposal, is massive.

I found one amidst the glassware at the Vinnies Buy Back
Shop, located at the Resource Recovery Centre, a.k.a. the
tip, at Stotts Creek near Murwillumbah.
In perfect condition, it cost $1.00.

In similarly fine condition, and just as much of a bargain,
was a set of modern furniture made by Chiswell, a NSW
company that has a quality reputation built over nearly
a century.

New, according to the shop’s team leader, Michael McCart,
the set would be priced at $12,000. Not surprisingly, it
was the most expensive item on display. However, it was
selling for considerably below its retail price.

Apparently a lot of people come in looking for something
specific, others just to look around. Few leave emptyhanded.

“Many tonnes a week,” Michael estimated.

“It’s an arrangement welcomed by Council, as it greatly
extends the life of the tip, and enables Tweed residents
to benefit from the bargains. Also, they wanted a notfor-profit to manage the shop, and St Vincent de Paul is
a perfect fit.”

“Take the cabinet, for example,” Michael said, indicating
a glass-fronted creation with vertical, pull-out drawers.
“New - $2500, here, just $500, total bargain.”

Michael explained that the furniture had been part of a
deceased estate that was recently brought to the waste
facility for dumping.

“In an arrangement with Tweed Shire Council, which
runs the facility, and Solo, who have the contract
for managing the materials, we have staff members
positioned at the transfer pad where the various skips
are located.

Team leader Michael McCart with Jonathan Fenn at Vinnies
Buy Back Shop.

“When people arrive with goods that can be rescued
we help them unload and ensure that the items aren’t
tossed away. That’s how this incredible Chiswell set was
saved.”

In recent months the Vinnies staff and volunteers have
rescued a myriad of other items that are now stacked
into the shop, arranged according to category – sporting
goods, building materials (doors, tiles, roofing iron and
more), garden tools, electricals, bikes, mowers, kids’
toys… the list goes on, seemingly forever.

Perhaps the most unusual item has been the Holden
Astra left at the metals pile.
“I jumped in, turned the key on, and drove it away,”

Team leader of Vinnies Buy Back Shop, Michael McCart and
Shane Fennelly rescuing saleable items at the transfer pad.

VINNES BUY BACK SHOP - Stotts Creek, Murwillumbah
opens Tuesday to Saturday - 8.30am to 3.00pm.
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Supporting asylum seekers on our doorstep
All members of the St Vincent de Paul family –
Vincentians, staff and volunteers – are being
encouraged to express their concern about the lack
of compassion being shown to overseas asylum
seekers on Manus island, PNG and on the Pacific
island of Nauru.
This humanitarian catastrophe has been mishandled
and sometimes misrepresented by Australia’s major
political parties, and continues to fester, without proper
resolution. One disturbing aspect has been the lack of
proper medical care for asylum seekers, whose efforts
to seek attention have been stymied by the government.
This was exposed by ABC Radio National ‘Breakfast’,
which interviewed a Doctors for Refugees spokesperson

on 15 November 2017.

The Society believes the government – despite claiming
the asylum seekers are PNG’s concern, and sending
some to the USA - should evacuate them from Manus and
Nauru, and bring them to Australia, at least until longer
term options are finalised.
To support the campaign you could write to your Federal
MP, or display a sticker or poster proclaiming “I stand
with people seeking protection and Refugees”.

These items are available from the Lismore Central
Council office in Magellan Street Lismore, tel (02) 6621
5835.

Heartfelt thanks from ‘family without much’

The southern coordinator of the Society’s ‘Breaking
the Barriers’ program that supports young people
has received these messages of appreciation from the
children of a family that is being helped by the program.

“Earlier this year we received an application via a local
agency requesting assistance for three primary school
aged boys,” Sarah Mason said.

“These boys live with their mum and dad, but are quite
isolated from family and friends.

The family had fallen on hard times, with enduring
mental and physical health illnesses for two family
members, as well as financial hardship. This was
preventing the children having access to social activities
that would enable them to develop their confidence,

self-esteem, self-worth and peer relationships.”

“This family does not have much but there is
love and they are very close” - Caseworker
Sara said that after consulting with the caseworker
and the children themselves it was decided that
karate lessons would assist the children to reach the
desired outcomes and provide a structured consistent
environment for this to occur in.

“Breaking the Barriers was able to help the children,
through working in partnership with one of the Society’s
Conferences, and we were able to provide a holistic
service that addresses many of the challenges the family
was and is facing.”
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Adelaide welcomes SVDPS national congress
Brian Donaghy, President Tweed-Byron Regional
Conference, reports on the National Congress of the
St. Vincent de Paul Society in Adelaide, 6-8 October
2017…
Having spent forty odd years in Local Government and
attending many conference forums and congresses, the
National Congress of the St. Vincent de Paul Society was
the best I have ever attended.

A buffet dinner and the official opening of the Congress
by Mr. Graham West, the National President of the
Society, was followed by an opening liturgy, a welcome
to Kaurra Country and a smoking ceremony. The lighting
of candles and prayers to the Holy Spirit, to Christ our
Light, for the Society spirit and for those who have gone
before us.

Saturday morning saw nearly 200 people turn up for the
breakfast at St. Aloysius College, then we were off to the
morning liturgy, followed by work, with various sessions
to choose from.
I chose “How do we inspire people to join our cause” as
it involved membership - the future of our Society. The
panel who introduced the talk were Pat Garcia – Vice
President, St. Vincent de Paul Society National Council
of Australia, and a Lawyer; Ms. Celina Lai, President
Twinnings St. Vincent de Paul Society National Council
of Australia; and Associate Professor Jodie Conduit,
Adelaide University.
Some nine hundred members of the Society had been
surveyed by the Professor with the following outcomes:
•

Look at recruiting new members from a more

•
•
•
•

diverse member base

How do we grow while maintaining Vincentian
values and the spiritual foundation of the Society?
Ensure members continue to feel supported and
empowered at conference level
Provide regular feedback and become more
involved in planning the direction of the Society
Support members to make a difference in the
lives of their companions.

Further discussion by the group identified that only
30% of the total population volunteer, and many have
time issues; there is great competition for volunteers
amongst charities, service clubs, etc; some volunteers
are not being made welcome by Conference members;
and more.

After lunch we broke into two groups with specific
projects, mine being in the design and implementation
of a computer based program for the Society Sunday
morning commenced with breakfast and the morning
liturgy, then it was back to work on the special project
where plans were made to get these special projects into
the community. These will appear on the St. Vincent de
Paul website.
The logistics of organising such an event are enormous
when you consider nearly 200 people were picked up
at the airport, delivered to their hotel accommodation,
fed over the period and at the conclusion delivered back
to the airport - all without a hiccup. Congratulations to
organisers on a job well done.

Congress inspires youth leader
Daniel Underhill (right) connected with other youth
representatives, including Jarrad Lee from Tasmania and
Kathryn Petterson from the Northern Territory, at the St
Vincent de Paul Society national Congress in Adelaide.

Daniel Underhill, a 21-year-old Youth Ministry Officer
at Mackillop Senior College, Port Macquarie says he
will use the experience gained at the SVDPS Congress
in Adelaide to inspire more local young people to get
involved in social justice and community service issues.
“I was told it had been 60 years since a gathering of this
type was held so it was a little intimidating at first, with
high-level representation, including youth reps from
other regions,” Daniel said.
“However, it quickly became obvious that we were all
working towards a common purpose.

“I’ve come away with strong connections to people from
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Daniel Underhill at Vinnies Conference

national and state SVDPS and some great ideas that will
help us with our work locally. The reception given to
younger people such as myself was really heartening,
Continued page 13

Congress inspires youth leader
and showed that our elders understand that we are the
future and have faith in us to work for positive change
in society.”

Daniel added, “Locally, through St Agnes Parish, we
already have Mini Vinnies in primary schools, while in
our high schools seniors run fundraising events, support
the St Vincent de Paul Winter Appeal and contribute to

continued from P12
Christmas hampers each year.

“I am also keen to connect to any young people looking
to get involved in community service outside the school
environment so we can discuss what we might do to
support the work currently being done by St Vincent De
Paul in the local area.”

Fred's place manager a local inspiration
Alysia is the inspiring service manager of Fred’s
Place, St Vincent de Paul Society’s drop-in centre in
Tweed Heads. She is pictured with local artist Rene
Bolten’s The Prodigal Son.
As the manager of Fred’s Place, St Vincent de Paul’s
drop-in centre for homeless people in Tweed Heads, it is
Alysia’s role to ensure the team meets the needs of more
than 80 clients per day.
This equates to an estimated 1000 different people a
year, few of whom would manage to wash themselves or
their clothes, or have a guaranteed meal, if Fred’s Place
did not exist.

At opening time of 9.00am, Monday-Friday, people
queue to access bathrooms and laundry, eat breakfast,
use computers, be referred to services such as medical,
legal or housing, or simply chat with others in similar
circumstances.
While Alysia has never been homeless, she has certainly
struggled to get where she is.

She attended school in the Northern Rivers but “studying
just didn’t do it for me,” she confesses.

“About the only thing I enjoyed was sport. So no surprise
– I didn’t make it to year 12.”
Later she went to Griffith Uni in Queensland and did a
Bachelor of Criminology and Criminal Justice, but instead
of working in probation and parole, as she’d thought, she
began with an employment agency on the Gold Coast.
Later, she applied for a position at Fred’s Place, the only
service of its kind either side of the border, despite the
high number of homeless people in the area.
Alysia started there as a part-time caseworker in mid2014, and moved to full-time last year.

Meanwhile, she had again heard the call of study, and
enrolled in a Masters of Social Work at Southern Cross
University, a higher degree that she has now completed
“While on leave I applied for the service manager
position at Fred’s Place, was lucky enough to get it,
and I’ve been in this role for the past few months. This
is a wonderful service, it’s so rewarding to see how we

Alysia and The Prodigal Son by Northern Rivers artist Rene
Bolten

can provide practical support to people with various
personal needs.

“Apart from their daily hygiene and food requirements,
they have to negotiate complex support systems
that they often don’t understand. This can be hugely
frustrating, not just to them but to us as well.”

Fred’s Place has three full-time staff, plus volunteers and
university students doing practical placements. There is
no such thing as a typical client, Alysia explains, adding
that homelessness is not easy to recognise.
“Many people come from Tweed Heads itself, or the
hinterland, or from up north, while others might be
passing through, as homelessness also has an itinerant
dimension,” Alysia says.

The majority are male, while 90 per cent of all clients
have mental health concerns, and around 70 per cent
have alcohol and/or drug issues.

“We welcome everyone and work with each individual to
provide tailored advice that will best help them in their
circumstances. For example, some may not have an ATM
card, or proper ID, or know how to access Centrelink.

“Other support is provided by St Vincent de Paul Society
conference members who meet with clients to assess
their needs, and can help with food vouchers, clothing
and shoes, or utility bill subsidies for people who have
housing but are struggling to meet payments,” she said.
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Good breakfasts fuel young minds
If an army marches on its stomach, the same can
be said for school students whose alertness and
performance benefit from a nutritional start to the
day.
Working with Gilllwinga Public School in South Grafton,
the St Vincent de Paul Society’s Breaking the Barriers
initiative has provided $2000 in funding to enable
hungry students to enjoy a good breakfast any morning
of the week.
Opened in 1971, the school has an Aboriginal student
presence of around 65 per cent, according to principal
Phil Cavanagh.

Breakfast helper and School Learning Support Officer Mieke
Young with Jacquelyn Yr1, Paul Yr2, and Kayne Yr2.

Breakfast helper and School Learning Support Officer
Mieke Young (SLSO) with students Grace Yr5 and Madison
Yr4
Phoenix, Maleek, Paul and Azaria tuck in to a healthy snack.

He said the breakfast program had been running for
several years before the Society came on board with
funding, and now it is more secure.

Students from years K to 6 are offered fruit, cereal, toast
and Milo, and in an average week nearly all of them join
the queue when School Learning Support Officer Mieke
Young throws open the shutter.
“We’ve found the breakfast program has made a big
difference in the kids’ engagement,” Mr Cavanagh said.

“It’s definitely one of the better initiatives running in our
school, and is very popular with the students.

“Having a healthy snack first thing in the day is a good
way of bringing together kids of different ages, and
there’s no doubt that a full tummy helps the brain focus
better on lessons.”
The Breaking the Barriers program delivers a range
of supports for primary and high school students
throughout the North Coast.

The focus, according to coordinator Michelle Hyde, is
on communities identified as disadvantaged by the
impact of factors such as education, health and family
employment status.
“Our own analysis confirmed the need for a breakfast
program at Gillwinga, and we worked with staff to
develop a suitable program and allocate funding to
support it.
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Reagan prepares for the school day with a bowl of cereal.

“A significant number of students come from lower
socio-economic backgrounds and there is a real risk of
them falling behind because of a lack of concentration
resulting from inadequate nutrition, especially at the
start of the school day,” Ms Hyde said.

“We’re not just talking about families who can’t afford
to prepare proper breakfasts, but about kids who might
not want to eat breakfast early yet are ready for it by
8.30am.”
Ms Hyde agreed with principal Cavanagh that there is
no stigma attached to this program, as all students are
encouraged to access it.

“With the pressures on students to perform well at
school these days, even at the primary level, this program
is making a very important contribution to their school
life, and ultimately to their post-school wellbeing.”

She said the money St Vincent de Paul allocates to
programs like this are raised largely through funds from
sales of clothing and other items in the Vinnies shops on
the North Coast.

SCHOOL ZONE
St Francis Xavier, Woolgoolga

St James, Yamba

Mini Vinnies from St Francis Xavier had an excursion to their
local Vinnies in Woolgoolga to learn what happens behind
the scenes. Then followed some bargain shopping. Thanks
to Regional President, Gail Gaudron who showed the group
around.

Xavier College, Ballina
You’ve got to hand it to them… Crazy Sock day at St James’
Yamba raised over $350 for Vinnies.

Christians Primary School, Sawtell

Xavier College Ballina School Captains, Grace McCall and
Callum Viel present Cathy Campbell from the Society with a
cheque for $1875.00 following their Yr.12 fund-raising.

McAuley Catholic College, Grafton

More Fashion Gurus exploring the bargains on offer at the
Vinnies shop in Toormina. Models provided by Mary Help of
Christians Primary School, Sawtell.

Mt St John's Primary, Dorrigo

Students from McAuley Catholic College Grafton take the
school BBQ trailer to the South Grafton Neighbourhood
centre each Friday, and provide lunch to homeless/lonely
local people.

Mini Vinnies in Dorrigo were recently served morning tea by
Sacred Heart Conference President, Christine Morrison, as
an expression of thanks for the great support she receives
from the students and the school.
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“Marie hates attention” - MP praises flood battlers
The volunteer manager of Vinnies Lismore shop,
Marie Ganter, along with her volunteer team and
SVDPS staff, including executive officer Michael
Timbrell, have been praised in federal Parliament
by the Member for Page, Kevin Hogan.
On 13 Sept 2017, soon after the refurbished shop
reopened, Mr Hogan addressed the House about the
impact of the devastating 31 March flooding of Lismore,
and the efforts taken by CBD ‘op shops’ to do repair work
and to help with distributing donated goods to people in
need.

For five weeks a drop-off centre operated at Lismore
Showground for furniture, clothing and household
items. Lions Lismore City donated money for Vinnies to
buy white goods from Chandlers Betta Home Living at
discount prices.
“Although Marie hates attention, I wanted to acknowledge
her because she’s spent all day every day since 1 April
preparing for this week’s permanent reopening,” Mr
Hogan said.

Cleaning up the Lismore Vinnies shop after the flooding.

“Cyclone Debbie and its aftermath hurt our community,
but St Vinnies reopening this week is a physical and
symbolic demonstration that we are getting back on our
feet.”

From the Editor

The response to the first edition of our newsletter
has been very encouraging - the name ‘North Coast
Community News’ received a big ‘tick of approval’ from
Ray Mouwad, Executive Director People & Culture,
who visited us recently from Sydney.

across-the-board positive, and Greg Ryan is to be
congratulated for his organisational effort.

We are pleased to see Bishop Gregory gracing our
pages, having welcomed him as the keynote speaker
at the Conference Forum in Grafton in mid-October.

Christmas wishes to readers, and all the best for a
happy and healthy New Year 2018.

In this current issue we have again sought to cover a
cross-section of Lismore Central Council’s programs
and activities, and to profile various Staff and
Volunteers.

The feedback from participants at the Forum was
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At the recent meeting of the Richmond Conferences
I heard what has become my favourite Christmas
story. Visiting a local primary school one Conference
member was asked by a young boy why Joseph and
Mary had such trouble finding accommodation in
Bethlehem – why didn’t they use their mobile phone
to book a room at an inn?
– Robin Osborne

Contributions
Contributions to this newsletter from Members
and Volunteers are welcome and invited. Please
send your stories, photos or news tips to the editor,
Robin Osborne
robin@vinnieslismore.org
phone 0409 984 488.

St Vincent de Paul Society NSW acknowledges the traditional custodians of the land
upon which we work. This acknowledgement and respect extends to all Elders past
and present, and all Aboriginal people.

