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Within weeks of receiving a Community Capital 
Infrastructure Grant of $111,000 ‘Pete’s Place’ in 
Coffs Harbour began taking shape on the grounds of 
the Coffs Harbour Neighbourhood Centre, the site of 
the new bathroom and laundry facility for the city’s 
homeless people. 

Two days after the ground-breaking (or sod-turning) 
ceremony on 14 August the construction work was 
under way. 

The drop-in centre has been named Pete’s Place to 
honour a bequest from Coffs Harbour resident the late 
Peter Grealy whose generous donation is administered 
by St Vincent de Paul Society trustees. 

The facility is scheduled to be open by late December 
this year.

Pete’s Place is a local milestone for St Vincent de Paul 
Society, according to the Society’s North Coast President 
Yvonne Wynen.

“Developing this much-needed facility is the result 
of a wonderful collaboration between Coffs Harbour 
City Council, which provided the Community Capital 
Infrastructure Grant, the Rotary Club of Coffs Harbour 
South, which did a lot of the planning work and 
promised a $35,000 donation, and St Vincent de Paul 
Society, which is contributing a further $35,000,” Ms 
Wynen said.

“In addition, the Coffs Harbour Neighbourhood Centre, 
where the facility is being built, has enthusiastically 
backed the project in every possible way.”

The preparatory work on the project, including the 

Turning-the-sod to mark the start of work on Pete’s Place were St Vincent de Paul President Yvonne Wynen and St Augustine’s 
Conference President Cecily Foley (3rd & 4th from left), Coffs Harbour Mayor Denise Knight (with spade), and representatives 
of Rotary Club of Coffs Harbour South and Coffs Harbour Neighbourhood Centre.

cont on P4

Fast start to 
ground breaking 
homeless project

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.  
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From the Executive Officer
Welcome to the first 
edition of our new 
Newsletter, planned 
to become a regular 
publication that will 
keep you up to date with 
‘everything Vinnies’ across 
the Lismore Diocese.

I trust you will enjoy 
reading about all the 

inspiring things that Vinnies does, and I encourage 
you to provide our Communications Manager Robin 
Osborne with as many content ideas as possible.

Firstly, I wanted to thank President Yvonne Wynen 
and her team on the Lismore Central Council for their 
continued support of me as their Executive Officer. 
I have now been with the Society for six years. It 
has been a very rewarding experience and I hope to 
continue in this role for many years to come.

In these pages you will see many new and exciting 
Special Works that have been or are being developed 
to support the most vulnerable in our community. This 
is in line with our 2016-2020 Lismore Central Council 
Strategic Direction and it is very rewarding to see new 
services being offered by the Society. We hope this 
expansion will continue into the future. 

It is also exciting to see the Society work in partnership 
with other fantastic community organisations. The 
work that is bringing Pete’s Place in Coffs Harbour 
to life is a perfect example of how Vinnies can have a 
greater impact in our communities when working in 
collaboration with other like-minded people.

I am especially proud of the team of people that 
have worked so hard to bring us brand new shops 
in Lismore and Tweed Heads. Our Asset Coordinator 
Lex Johnston and Retail Manager Kim Boyd have gone 
above and beyond to deliver to our dedicated retail 
volunteers state of the art facilities enabling them to 
deliver on their mission to raise funds to support our 
programs for the next 20 years. 

To all our people, be they members, volunteers or 
employees, thank you for your ongoing efforts. The 
dedication of our people inspires me to continue to 
support you in everything that you do.

The Lismore Central Council covers a very large 
footprint and it is very difficult to visit everywhere as 
often as I would like, however I will continue to do my 
best to drop by and catch up with as many of you as I 
can in the future.

Michael Timbrell 
Executive Officer

I’m now half way through 
my 4-year term as your 
Central Council President 
and have thoroughly 
enjoyed working with 
Michael and the team 
on bringing some great 
initiatives together from 
our 2016-2020 Strategic 
Direction Plan.  

Across the five regions in our Diocese, the common 
problem that stands out is homelessness.  

Whilst we cannot wave a magic wand to give everyone 
a home, we can continue to lobby government and 
advocate on behalf of those in need.  We in the Lismore 
Diocese are concentrating on one of the three priorities 
in our Strategic Direction Plan under the Special Works 
Initiatives:

1.  Basic Needs services across the Diocese for people 
experiencing homelessness - This could include 
facilities for showering, laundering clothes, provision 
of food and an opportunity to connect with a housing 
case worker

2. Temporary / Emergency Accommodation - The 
Society to investigate innovative and cost-effective 
models to provide sufficient temporary / emergency 
accommodation in areas identified with a high need.

3. Community Development - Where possible to 
work in collaboration and/or partnership with other 
suitable organisations to meet specified needs in the 
community

You will have read about ‘Pete’s Place’ in Coffs Harbour.  
While modelled on ‘Fred’s Place’ in Tweed Heads, the 
main difference is that a whole community got behind 
this venture, which started with a bequest to our Coffs 
Harbour Conference from someone who knew what it 
was like to be homeless – Peter Grealy.  

This model is so powerful it can be rolled out in almost 
any town in the Diocese that can emulate the passion, 
persistence and collaboration that Coffs Harbour gave 
to the project.  

I would like to call on all of you to take a good look 
at your own town, identify the need/s, attend 
interagency meetings, find the movers and shakers in 
your community and approach them with a seed of an 
idea.  

Now there’s the challenge… go get it!

Yvonne Wynen 
President Lismore Central Council 

From the President
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After eight weeks of building work and internal renovations, 
Vinnies Lismore shop in Magellan Street re-opened on 
Monday 11 September.

The shop’s layout was extensively redesigned and remodelled, 
with a brighter layout and better display space for quality bargain 
clothing, bedding items, a wide range of kitchen and household 
goods, toys, books, and more.

“The extensive revamp of Vinnies Lismore was made necessary 
by the April flooding of the CBD,” said St Vincent de Paul Society’s 
North Coast President Yvonne Wynen.

“A lot of structural work was required and this has enabled the 
creation of a much improved layout and a better environment for 
both shoppers and our volunteers.

“The gala unveiling of the shop will come as a nice surprise for 
bargain hunters,” Ms Wynen said. “We know the community will 
be pleased by what has been achieved.”

Vinnies estimates that around 80 per cent of its shop customers 
come for the bargains, with the remaining 20 per cent being 
people in need. 

“Vinnies shops serve both these markets,” Yvonne Wynen added, 
“with all the money raised going directly to fund the Society’s 
important work in local communities.”

Flood-hit  
Lismore shop 
reopens 

Lismore Central Council President Yvonne Wynen cutting the ‘Welcome Back to Vinnies’ cake at the official re-opening. Also 
pictured, l-r, are Lismore Mayor Isaac Smith, Executive Officer Michael Timbrell, shop manager Marie Ganter, volunteer 
Shona Townend, and Karen Hogan representing her husband Kevin, Federal MP for Page.

Above right: Staff members Susan Monson (Accounts Officer) and 
Andrew Green (Volunteers Support Coordinator) got into the swing of 
Vinnies dress-ups. Photo: Jacklyn Wagner
Centre: Shop volunteers Marlene Walsh and Noelene Geraghty
Below: Executive Officer Michael Timbrell thanking Asset Manager Lex 
Johnston for overseeing the shop renovations.
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Fast start to ground breaking homeless project continued from P1
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At the ceremony to announce Coffs Harbour City Council’s 
Community Capital Infrastructure Grant of $111,000 were 
(l-r) Mayor Denise Knight, Coffs Harbour Neighbourhood 
Centre’s Anna Scott, Rotary’s Bill Lidster, Rosemary Hepworth 
and Jim Nolan, St Vincent de Paul Society’s Linda Williams 
and the Neighbourhood Centre’s Gai Newman.

Artist building impressions

funding application and managing the tender process, 
was done by Rotary, which is also overseeing the 
construction. The ongoing operation of Pete’s Place will 
be funded by St Vincent de Paul and managed by the 
Society and the New Horizons organisation.

 It will operate five days per week in an extension of a 
building on the Community Village precinct. 

Coffs Harbour Mayor Councillor Denise Knight said 
Council was delighted to be able to support the project: 
“Being homeless is a terrible position to find yourself in 
and I’m so pleased to see these wonderful community 
groups coming together to provide a facility that will 
help people when they are at their most vulnerable.”

“A range of preparatory and building works are being 
undertaken by local firms and tradespeople who are 
kindly offering best pricing,” Ms Wynen said. 

The services that are helping make this a viable project 
include GW Drafting, Emerald Beach Plumbing, Reece 
Plumbing, HQ Concrete, Laser Electrical, Cabers Drapery, 
Northern Surveying, and deGroot and Benson Engineers. 

Yvonne Wynen added, “We are deeply moved by how the 
community has got behind this project. It really shows 
that homelessness is recognised as a major challenge 
in Australian society. People can become homeless for 
many reasons, including family violence, mental health 
issues and financial distress.

“Becoming homeless doesn’t normally mean living 
rough on the street. The problem is the invisible form of 
homelessness, such as sleeping in cars or couch-surfing 
in already stretched households.

“Pete’s Place will help many local people to maintain 
their personal hygiene and bolster their self-respect. The 
Society’s staff and volunteers look forward to managing 
a sustainable service and contributing to the wellbeing 
of the Coffs Harbour community. 

“The funds to do this come mostly from the sales of 
clothing and other items in our op shops, so everyone 
donating to Vinnies or shopping with us has a stake in 
this project.”

Ms Wynen said the Society’s only similar project is in 
Tweed Heads where it operates a daytime centre for 
homeless people named Fred’s Place [after Frederic 
Ozanam (1813-53), the main founder of St Vincent de 
Paul Society]. 

“That drop-in centre also provides bathrooms and 
laundry facilities, and on an average week day around 
80 clients come through the doors. A similar demand is 
expected in Coffs Harbour, even though the population 
is lower,” she said. 

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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Blue ribbon opening for revamped Vinnies
Keen shoppers had gathered well in advance of the 
reopening of the Vinnies shop in Beryl Street Tweed 
Heads, closed for 12 weeks for building work and 
internal renovations.

In they rushed when the ceremonial ribbon was cut 
and the new automatic door slid open, and the bargains 
were soon flying out the door.

The shop’s layout has been extensively redesigned and 
remodelled, with a brighter layout and better display 
space for clothing, bedding items, kitchen and household 
goods, toys, books, and more.

“The extensive revamp of Vinnies Tweed Heads has 
enabled the creation of a much improved layout and 
a better environment for both shoppers and our 
volunteers,” said St Vincent de Paul Society’s North 
Coast President Yvonne Wynen.

“Whether you’re a donor, a shopper or a volunteer, never 
under-estimate the donations you make, the items you 
buy or the hours you give.

“All go towards putting food on the table of families 
in need, putting clothes on their back, educating their 
children and heating or cooling their homes at a time of 
rising power bills.”

Other support goes to providing temporary 
accommodation for people in difficult circumstances, 
shower and laundry facilities for homeless people 
and helping kids to attend vacation care and school 
excursions, and get uniform and books.

Ms Wynen said, “Op shops bring together a real cross-
section of our society, both the less well-off, for whom 
we need to keep prices low, as well as people chasing 
stylish goods at bargain prices.”

Vinnies estimates that around 80 per cent of its shop 
customers come for the bargains, with the remaining 20 
per cent being people in need. A recent ABS study found 

that one in 10 Australians can only afford second-hand 
clothes. 

The 27 Vinnies shops throughout the North Coast are 
the major source of funding for the personal support 
services that Vinnies provides. 

Vinnies welcome donations of clean clothes and 
household items as well as inquiries about volunteering 
in the op shops.

Celebrating the reopening of Vinnies Tweed Heads Shop on 
Wednesday 18 September were (l-r) Deputy Mayor Chris 
Cherry, shop manager Christine Jones, and the president 
of St Vincent de Paul’s local St Joseph’s Conference Colleen 
Blake.

After working for Vinnies for 20 years, Tess Harrison 
has decided it’s time to put up her feet. Staff at Vinnies 
Coffs Harbour celebrated her lengthy volunteer 
service, as well as her 90th birthday, with a morning 
tea.

“Tess made beautiful cushions for us to sell in the shop 
and her talents are sorely missed,” said shop manager 
Helen Hull (at right). “She still keeps in touch when in 
town by dropping in for a cuppa.”

Tess Harrison’s a local hero



Page 6

A program supported by St Vincent de Paul Society 
is helping kids overcome the impacts of trauma 
and other challenges in their young lives through 
bonding with horses. 

A seemingly miraculous transformation took place in 
six-year-old Dominic Kambourian* soon after he arrived 
at the Hyndmans Creek property owned by Rod and Deb 
O’Malley in the hinterland of Wauchope.

Nestled in a fold of well-timbered land, the farm’s 
centrepiece is a fenced horse ring. Tied to the rails were 
horses large and small, noticeably unsaddled.

“The aim isn’t to teach kids to ride, but to enable them 
to develop a trust with an animal they have never 
encountered before,” said Deb O’Malley, a classic country 
character, like her husband, although over the years she 
has worked in range of community service organisations.

“When that happens, and invariably it does quickly, they 
develop a relationship that opens up their body language 
and helps them work out how to stay calm before acting 
or speaking, possibly inappropriately.”

While Deb is talking, Dom looked around at the horses, 
clearly wondering what he might be expected to do.

“Ever made friends with a horse before?” asked Rod, “Do 
you reckon you can get this big fella to follow you around 
without a lead, and eat out of your hand?”

Dom looked first at Rod, then at Tilly, a large, 15-year-
old mare snorting impatiently by the rail. Dom’s eyes 
widened with a mix of fear and disbelief, then he shook 
his head and whispered, “No”.

Unlike the children who normally attend the ‘Horses 
Helping Humans’ course Dom has a secure family life, 

never experiencing social disadvantage nor displaying 
challenging behaviours, and is doing well at his Port 
Macquarie school.

However, he suffers shyness and this seems unlikely to 
be helped by being introduced to an unfamiliar animal 
many times his size.

“Horses are quite unlike domestic animals such as dogs 
and cats,” Rod explains. 

“It’s in the horse DNA that historically they’re not 
predators but prey, and it’s us humans who are the 
predators. So in order to gain their trust we have 
to approach them in a way that indicates a lack of 
aggression. 

“It’s to do with body language and movement, a calm 
assertiveness. When we get it right the horse will begin 
to do what we want, without being forced.”

This interaction has paid off for the scores of young 
people with behavioural issues who have undertaken 
the workshop that makes up this part of St Vincent’s de 
Paul Society’s Breaking the Barriers program.

The program, funded by Vinnies op shops on the Mid 
North Coast, has the broad aim of promoting emotional 
resilience in children and young people. 

The “equine-assisted life coaching program”, as it is 
known, focuses on helping local kids to learn better 
self-control, improve their communication skills and 
participate more harmoniously in school and social 
settings, including family life.

“However unlikely this may seem, the program with 
horses is a wonderful way of bringing kids out of 
themselves and enabling them to develop self-confidence 

Horses help  
kids to 
walk tall 

cont on P7
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and a personal balance that may not be possible using another 
technique,” said Sarah Mason, the Society's southern coordinator 
for Breaking the Barriers.

“I’ve seen all types of personalities come here, including kids with 
challenging backgrounds and quite combative attitudes, but I’m 
yet to see anyone whose equilibrium hasn’t been helped. It really 
is remarkable,” Sarah said.

The model followed by the O’Malleys was pioneered by another 
‘horse whisperer’, Sue Spence on the Queensland Gold Coast 
where she has worked for years with a diversity of humans who 
have benefited from the help of horses. 

Children have been a major focus of Sue’s award-winning work, 
which centres on matching personality profiling and body 
language analysis with particular horses in her therapeutic stable.

After a few minutes of watching Rod O’Malley interacting with 
Tilly, now following him dutifully around the yard, Dom stepped up 
the plate, approaching the horse with Rod’s quiet encouragement. 

Within half an hour the hitherto shy boy had started by leading the 
horse gently around the yard with a halter and then encouraged 
him to follow a few paces behind with no physical connection at 
all. It was as if they had been together for years.

Dom stopped, laughing, and reached back to rub Tilly’s nose. The 
bond was complete, in just one short session Dom had learned 
that seemingly opposite animals, the predator and the prey, could 
become as one.

In the process he had gained a calm confidence that could not have 
been imagined when he arrived here. It is a change that many local 
children are being helped to achieve, and the beneficiaries are the 
children themselves and the broader community.

*For privacy reasons, stories like this normally do not use people’s 
real names. However, Dominic’s family kindly agreed he could be 
named as he is not one of the children supported by St Vincent de 
Paul Society to participate in the equine therapy program. 

Dominic Kambourian with his equine friend Tilly, 
and Rod O’Malley from Horses Helping Humans.

“Having a dry and safe place to sleep 
is a basic human right…” 
Bishop Greg Homeming, Lismore Diocese
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St Vincent de Paul’s personal and family support 
service in Lismore re-opened on 3 July following 
a refurbishment necessitated by the city’s April 
flooding. The service provides a range of help to 
local people facing financial stress over food costs 
and other essentials, such as utility bills.

St Carthage’s Conference is funded by proceeds from the 
Vinnies shop, located opposite in Magellan Street, which 
also had to close temporarily for remedial work and 
renovations. It re-opened on 11 September.

Both premises were badly flood affected but managed 
to re-open within days due to the efforts of volunteers. 
During the Conference’s closure for refurbishment the 
support service functioned in the shop to ensure people 
continued to receive food vouchers and other assistance.

The service has operated from this location for the past 
three years helping residents of the 2480 postcode. It 
will continue to open for three days a week, Monday, 
Wednesday and Friday, with appointments necessary.

“There is no such thing as a typical client,” said Member 
volunteer Pam McKeown.

“We see single people, couples, children with parents 
and support people.  Some help can be arranged on the 
spot, after a private meeting with two of our volunteers. 
More significant problems are referred to our committee 
for discussion.”

Around 18 appointments are held on each of the 
service’s three days per week, with a recent increase 
in the number of single people facing issues with 
rental accommodation. The support service is staffed 
by Members who can refer clients to more specialised 
services if necessary.

Vinnies Executive Officer Michael Timbrell said he is 
delighted the support service was able to be repainted 
and refurbished so quickly, and to a high standard.

“Its ideal location maximises privacy for clients, and the 
volunteer staff do a wonderful job in helping people deal 
with often serious problems.”

St Carthage’s Conference re-opens

Pam McKeown and Gwen King at the newly refurbished St 
Carthage’s Conference office in Lismore.

Partnering with Biripi Nation
When we arrived, young people were eating 
afternoon tea, doing artwork, playing games 
and practicing traditional dances under 
the guidance of skilled instructor Steven 
Donovan. For the past five years St Vincent de 
Paul Society has worked in partnership with 
Burraydjarr Youth Group from the Biripi Local 
Aboriginal Land Council. 

The group, explained Sarah Mason, Southern 
Coordinator for SVdP’s Breaking the Barriers 
program, provides a weekly afternoon activity 
for 40 Aboriginal primary school aged children.

“Over the years Vinnies has provided 
volunteers, funding, assisted with grant 
applications, resources and collaborated to 
provide school holiday programs and the 
annual Christmas party,” Sarah said. 

“Breaking the Barriers sees this as an amazing 
partnership,” she added, and it is clear that the 
feeling is mutual.

Gathered around a commemorative quilt with panels they helped create are 
Elders and family members of the Biripi Nation from the NSW Mid North Coast 
-  front row, l-r:  Jill Chambers, Aunty Marilyn O’Brien, Uncle Bill O’Brien, Micah 
O’Brien (child), Chris O’Brien, back row (l-r): Steven Donovan, Mel Horrigan,  
Nicola Di Bona, Bill Headon.        

http://www.ptlalc.com.au/biripi.htm
http://www.ptlalc.com.au/biripi.htm
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The Mini Vinnies students from St Joseph’s Wauchope 
learned about the needs of homeless people while creating 
posters to share with the whole school.

Thirty five students and staff from St John Paul College in Coffs Harbour spent a night experiencing some of the hardships 
of sleeping rough. Dossing down in their home-made cardboard shelters they faced a very cold winter’s night, although 
thankfully rain held off. They held a prayer reflection around the open fire before dining simply and turning in.

SCHOOL ZONE
Primary and secondary schools throughout the region continue to be active and generous supporters of St Vincent 
de Paul Society’s fundraising efforts. A selection of activities are featured here.

Vinnies is grateful to St Josephs at Laurieton for supporting 
our Winter Appeal with a very successful clothing drive. 
Conference President Beverly Carmody (second from left) 
was on hand to collect the donations and say thanks for 
the wonderful support the school gives us.

Aaaargh, pieces of eight…the treasure chest is being filled 
during Pirates 4 Poverty day at Mary Help of Christians in 
Sawtell. This annual fundraiser, which sees students and 
staff dress and talk like pirates for a day, raised in excess 
of $600 for the Society. 

Also, congratulations to the students from Xavier 
College Ballina who spent their last day of Yr.12 
holding a bucket collection for Vinnies in the local 
area. 

The $1875 they raised will help local Conferences 
assist many people.

Congratulations
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Thumbs-up to digital move for 
energy bill support

SPIRITUAL  
REFLECTION

The Nimbin Rocks, pictured, are 
another striking feature of the North 
Coast landscape. They are formed 
of rhyolite remaining from the 
eruption of Mount Warning Tweed 
volcano some 20 million years ago, 
and while the three most prominent 
bear names given by white settlers 
- Thimble, Cathedral and Needle – 
they have long been viewed more 
deeply by the Wiyabal clan of the 
Bundjalung nation.

In local Aboriginal belief the rocks 
have great spiritual significance 
and are home for the Nmbngee, or 
‘Clever Men’, a term that would be 
familiar to viewers of the recent ABC 
television series.

In much more recent times - only 
2017 years ago - another ‘clever 
man’, this one named Jesus Christ, 
inhabited a landscape less verdant 
than our sub-tropics but filled with 
many remarkable features, including 
rock formations. 

His forebears had travelled far and 
struggled for their survival. Other 
travails would be faced by his 
followers after his death, yet their 
faith survived and their numbers 
flourished to the point where today 
Christianity is the fastest growing 
faith in a number of places in the 
world.

In our busy lives we often forget 
to take time to ‘smell the roses’, or 
to gaze at wondrous sights like the 
Nimbin Rocks, the stream at the 
bottom of the garden, or the birds, 
big and small, that flash across the 
sky or perch in the trees. 

‘Think of the marvels of God…” as 
Psalm 46 says. 

It is uplifting to gaze at His marvels 
as well, for looking outwards as 
well as into ourselves offers a twin 
reflection that can help us achieve a 
healthier balance in our lives.

The upgrade of the NSW 
Government’s Energy Accounts 
Payment Assistance (EAPA) 
scheme to a digital platform was 
welcomed by Michael Timbrell, 
Executive Officer of St Vincent 
de Paul Society NSW's Lismore 
Central Council, who said the 
move from paper vouchers is 
making life more secure for 
clients and easier for volunteers 
working with them.

“St Vincent de Paul Society NSW is a 
major provider of the EAPA scheme 
and works to maximise its benefits 
to entitled householders facing 
problems with rising electricity and 
gas bills,” Mr Timbrell said. 

“EAPA converted to a digital platform 
from July 1st this year, enabling 
payments to approved clients to be 
made automatically to their energy 
bills. In the past, people were issued 
with paper vouchers that needed 
to be filled in for presentation at 
a point of payment such as a post 
office

“When fully bedded down, the new 
digital arrangements will be a much 
more practical way of providing 
this essential support to people 
struggling with today’s high energy 
costs,” Mr Timbrell said.

The move to digital was launched 

on the North Coast by visiting 
NSW Energy Minister Don Harwin 
who held a media conference at St 
Vincent de Paul’s Lismore office.

In 2016-17, the Society's Lismore 
Central Council that spans Tweed 
Heads to Port Macquarie was 
allocated EAPA vouchers totalling 
$564,800. This assisted 1374 
people to manage their energy bills 
and remain connected.

For the year ahead, the EAPA 
allocation is $583,200. Statewide 
studies show a 90 per cent rise in 
electricity disconnections in the 
five years to 2015-16 because of bill 
hardship. Gas prices are also very 
high.

“This is a massive problem, and 
the Society remains committed to 
working in partnership with the 
Department of Energy to assist as 
much as we can,” Michael Timbrell 
said.

“Winter creates a rapid increase in 
the number of requests for support 
as more people struggle to pay 
their utility bills. The sad reality is 
that low-income earners have high 
energy costs because their homes 
tend to be less well insulated, and 
their heaters are more energy 
hungry.” 

NSW Energy Minister Don Harwin (left), State MP for Lismore Thomas George 
and St Vincent de Paul volunteer Suzanne Nicholls at the digital launch of the 
Energy Accounts Payment Assistance (EAPA) scheme.
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Sleepout raises $32,000 for Tweed service

More than thirty local 
community members, including 
representatives of the Tweed 
Clubs that are now major 
sponsors of Fred’s Place, raised 
over $32,000 to help support the 
only provider of daytime support 
services for people experiencing 
homelessness in Tweed Heads.

The Vinnies Community Sleepout 
was held on the night of Thursday 
3rd August on the grassed area 
at the rear of Seagull’s Club. 
Participants bedded down inside 
cardboard cartons used as packing 
for large whitegoods such as fridges 
and washing machines. 

The sleepers were sponsored 
through an online fundraising 
portal that channelled funds to 
support a service funded solely by 
St Vincent de Paul Society.

Fred’s Place is named after 
Frederic Ozanam (1813-53), the 
main founder of St Vincent de Paul 
Society. It has bathrooms, kitchen 
with food, laundry, telephone, 
internet, visiting legal, medical 
and allied health practitioners, and 
helps clients to access government 
agencies. 

On an average day Fred’s Place is 
accessed by around 80 people from 
Tweed Heads, Murwillumbah and 
other areas. At any time, around 
460 people are being case-managed 
to assist them with their needs. In 

the past 12 months Fred’s Place 
has helped 272 people find secure 
housing. 

Tweed Clubs signed up to a three-
year sponsorship agreement 
and their support, as well as that 
from the broader community, will 
ensure that the Vinnies Community 
Sleepout remains a regular fixture 
on the Tweed’s social calendar.

“Witnessing first-hand the great 
work that Fred’s Place does and 
the impact they have on the less 
fortunate in our community has 
been an inspiration to all of us,” said 
Tweed Clubs’ representative Stuart 
Burrows. 

“Tweed Clubs looks forward to 
supporting this worthy cause in the 
years ahead.”

St Vincent de Paul Society’s’ North 
Coast Executive Officer, Michael 
Timbrell said, “The lack of affordable 
rental accommodation in our region 
is a well-known issue. This shortfall 
results in many people falling 
through the cracks and a further 
increase in the demand for support 
services. 

“Fred’s Place is a community asset 
that provides vital help, including 
arranging housing, for many 
hundreds of local people in need. 
It is very heartening to see the 
community again getting behind 
this major annual fundraiser.”

Sleeping rough for a good cause were (l-r) Lynne Deans, Customer Service 
Manager, Tweed Heads Bowls Club, Anthony Moerman, Acting Manager Fred’s 
Place, Linda Williams SVdP Special Works Manager, Karissa Ball, Business 
Manager ecOasis and Murwillumbah & District Chamber of Commerce board 
member, Michael Hill, Seagulls Club, and Nikki Todd, editor Tweed Daily News. 

Child & Youth Caseworker Tamara 
Griffiths is pictured with a young 
client at the Society’s after-school 
homework club, one of the services 
provided at McCosker House, Port 
Macquarie.

The club offers afternoon tea, 
physical activities, games and craft 
work, and homework support to 
children who are either living at 
the McCosker House refuge or are 
outreach clients. Funding for the 
popular program comes from the 
Society’s ‘Breaking the Barriers’ 
scheme.

Homework can 
be fun

Vinnies 
changes 
lives 
every
day.
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Good breakfasts help fuel young minds
If it’s true that an army marches on its stomach, the same 
can be said for high school students whose alertness 
and school performance are known to benefit from a 
nutritional start to the day.

Working with Casino High School, the St Vincent de 
Paul Society’s Engagement in Education initiative has 
provided $2000 in funding to enable any hungry student 
to have a good breakfast three mornings of each week. 

The opportunity, which started in term 3, runs at least 
until the end of this year, and hopefully into the longer 
term

It has proved extremely popular, according to local 
resident Michelle Hyde who coordinates the Society’s 
Breaking the Barriers program that delivers a range of 
supports for young people throughout the North Coast.

“A statewide study on the impact of factors such as 
education, health and family employment status on life 
opportunities identified Casino as one of the 25 most 
disadvantaged communities in NSW,” said Michelle, 
herself the parent of a senior student at the school.

“Our own analysis identified the need for a breakfast 
program at Casino High, and we worked with staff to 
develop a suitable program and then allocate funding to 
support it.”

The program is delivered by the school’s Student 
Representative Council (SRC) and runs from 8.30-
9.00 am on Monday, Wednesday and Friday. It offers 
fresh fruit, toast and Milo to any students wanting to 
participate, and the uptake is strong. 

Further support has been received from Casino Lions 
who purchased a $200 urn, with local supermarkets and 
bakeries making ongoing contributions towards food 
items.

“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,” 
Michelle said.

“This can definitely be impacted by inadequate nutrition, 
especially at the start of the school day. We’re not just 
talking about families who can’t afford to prepare proper 
breakfasts, although sadly this can happen, but about 
teenagers who might not want to eat breakfast early, but 
are ready for it by 8.30.

“Importantly, there’s no stigma attached to this program, 

and that’s coming through loud and clear.” 

Michelle Hyde has nothing but praise for school staff, 
especially SRC coordinator Sarah Robbins, who has put 
“great personal energy” into the program.

“Sarah is a real enthusiast who’s been an inspiration 
for the SRC team and all the students who have been 
enjoying the breakfasts,” Michelle said.

“With the pressures on students to perform well at 
school these days, this program might seem like a drop in 
the ocean, but it’s actually a very important contribution 
to their school life and ultimately their post-school 
wellbeing.”

Michelle added that the money St Vincent de Paul 
allocates to programs like this are raised largely through 
funds raised from sales of clothing and other items in 
the Casino op shop and other Vinnies shops on the North 
Coast.

Casino High School SRC members with Michelle Hyde (left) 
from St Vincent de Paul Society and SRC coordinator Sarah 
Robbins.

At the heart of the St Vincent de Paul Society is a profound sense of respect 
for the people we serve and a desire to learn from them. No work of charity 
is foreign to us. No person is alien to us.
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Volunteers at Vinnies Laurieton shop on the Mid-North Coast… (l-r) 
Ivan Tomasone, Dot Tutty, Joy Green, Pauline Woodhouse, AnneMaree 
Harrow and Maureen Aggar

The manager of Vinnies Coffs Harbour shop Helen Hull, driving force of 
the shop’s annual vintage and retro week (story page 14)

Dropping off some of their family’s surplus clothing to Vinnies Port 
Macquarie shop were locals Miles Gardiner, aged three and his four-
year-old brother Lucas.

Marcia Dougherty and Colleen Schaeffer are among the smiling faces 
at Vinnies Grafton shop.

Back-of-house volunteers Andrew Parkes and Jeanette Baker sorting 
clothes at Vinnies Wauchope.

Wauchope shop manager Jenny O’Rourke (right), who has been with St 
Vincent de Paul Society for 20 years, with volunteer Barbara Wiles.

Terri Johns at Vinnies Maclean shop… more volunteers are needed, 
say managers Kim Farnham and June Watkins.

Around 
our 

shops
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Back to Brazil for migrant outreach worker
After “twenty wonderful years in Australia”, most 
recently in the Northern Rivers working with 
migrant and refugee communities, Brasilian-born 
Leandro Mendes has returned to the country he still 
calls home.

The 42-year-old left with mixed feelings - regret as well 
as accomplishment - having helped hundreds of people 
from diverse cultures and circumstances to settle 
happily in the area between Lismore and Tweed Heads. 

Unlike Coffs Harbour, where St Vincent de Paul Society’s 
North Coast Settlement Service also operates, the 
northern sector is not designated as a refugee settlement 
area. Migrants who come here are people who arrived 
in Australia under various migration categories, or are 
former refugees.

Leandro has been Vinnies outreach support worker for 
the past six years, working with people from around 
fifty countries, including Laos, Indonesia, the Congo, 
Sudan, Pakistan and Afghanistan. On average, he sees 
each person five times, focusing on providing practical 
help and referrals to specialised services.

“My role is not be their counsellor,” said the graduate in 
Social Science from Southern Cross University.

“Of course everyone has an interesting back story, and 
many have faced significant trauma, for instance the 
Sudanese who have experienced thirty years of civil war. 
However they come to the Vinnies service for informed 
advice and support, not just to chat. Our guidelines are 
aimed at achieving good outcomes based on individual 
and social participation.

“For example people may need support after 
experiencing domestic violence, or seek education 

options for their kids or themselves, or referral to legal 
or financial services.”

Leandro has been replaced by Penny May, another 
highly experienced worker in this field.

In late July the Vinnies shop in Coffs Harbour had its 
biggest week of the year – later extended for two weeks 
- when theme-dressed staff and volunteers rolled out a 
massive array of vintage and retro gear dating from the 
1920s to the 1980s.

This was the fourth annual Vinnies Vintage Week, shop 
manager Helen Hunt who again inspired her thirty-plus 
volunteers to spend endless hours searching for good 
quality clothes, bags, jewellery and bric-a-brac to delight 
shoppers with an eye for nostalgia and fun.

“This was again our busiest week of the year,” Helen said. 

“We were on the prowl for suitable stock for ages, and 
came up with some amazing items, including beautiful 

linens and lace, furs (faux and recycled-antique), dolls 
and luggage.”

The shop had a creatively themed window display in 
keeping with the vintage and retro focus, matched by 
interior décor and display racks that will change each 
day as goods are sold and new stock is brought in.

Helen Hunt said her team of ‘vintage women’ worked 
long hours to prepare the shop, arranging, pricing and 
displaying stock, as well as the shop decoration.

“We were run off our feet, and it was so popular that 
we extended the event into a second week, with things 
still selling well. Our volunteers had as much fun as the 
nostalgic bargain hunters”.

Vintage year for Coffs Harbour shop

Leandro Mendes loved Lismore but heard the call of Brazil
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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.

Please don’t rubbish Vinnies
Like other Vinnies shops on the North Coast, the 
team in Nimbin has two important messages for the 
local community. The first is that they stock a great 
range of good quality clothing and household items 
at bargain prices.

“The turnover is rapid, with new stock coming in all the 
time,” said shop manager Jeanette Gibbs.

“Op shopping is fun and it enables you to dress up or 
down at a remarkably low price. The other benefit is 
that recycling clothing and items such as crockery and 
glassware greatly reduces the amount of waste going to 
landfill. 

“So you’re not only doing your budget a favour but 
helping the environment as well.”

The second important message is that the shop stocks 
only clean items that carry no risk of causing health 
problems.

“We’re absolutely strict about this responsibility,” she 
added, saying that too often the shop’s surrounds, 
including the front verandah and backyard area, are used 
as a dumping ground for unwanted and even unhygienic 
material.

“The funds we make from Nimbin and other local shops 
goes to support the work we do with people struggling 
to buy food or pay their energy bills.

“We don’t stock furniture, let along broken items, and 
can’t be going through bags of waste to sort out what 
might be re-usable. 

“There are no commercial washing facilities here, 
so anything dumped has to be taken away, and this is 
expensive.”

So the second message is clear: “Please don’t think of 
Vinnies as a place that can somehow recycle anything as 
well as taking care of unwanted rubbish,” she said.

“We love being part of the Nimbin community, and 
appreciate being treated with the respect people have 
for their own space."

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.

To subscribe please email:
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Our first bumper issue of North Coast Community 
News covers the many good works of the Lismore 
Central Council of St Vincent de Paul Society NSW, 
up and down the North Coast, as well as the region’s 
Vinnies shops, the main source of our income.

The whole North Coast is a wonderful area, but it 
also has some of the nation’s highest rates of socio-
economic inequality, housing unaffordability and 
homelessness, and chronic disease burden.

For such reasons the work of the Society is 
tremendously important and deep gratitude is due 
to the Conference Members and shop volunteers 
who outnumber our paid staff many times over. 

Without their selfless commitment we could not 
function as effectively as we do, and a key aim of this 
newsletter is to showcase their efforts.

Please let us know about activities, events and 
people you feel should be featured in these pages. 

– Robin Osborne

From the Editor

Vinnies Nimbin shop manager Jeanette Gibbs with  
volunteers Nancy Nugent and Bronwyn Murphy.


