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OUR MISSION

The St Vincent de Paul Society is a lay Catholic organisation
that aspires to live the gospel message by serving Christ in the poor
with love, respect, justice, hope and joy and by working
to shape a more just and compassionate society.

OUR VISION

The St Vincent de Paul Society aspires to be recognised
as a caring Catholic charity offering ‘a hand up’ to people in need.
We do this by respecting their dignity, sharing our hope and
encouraging them to take control of their own destiny.

OUR VALUES

Commitment
Loyalty in service to our mission, vision and values.

Compassion
Welcoming and serving all with understanding and without judgement.

Respect
Service to all regardless of creed, ethnic or social background,
health, gender or political opinions.

Integrity
Promoting, maintaining and adhering to our mission, vision and values.

Empathy
Establishing relationships based on respect, trust,
friendship and perception.

Advocacy
Working to transform the causes of poverty and challenging
the causes of human injustice.

Courage
Encouraging spiritual growth, welcoming innovation
and giving hope for the future.



STATE PRESIDENT’S
MESSAGE

Fellow Vincentians,

This is my last year in which | have had the great
honour to be State President of our very loved and
respected St Vincent de Paul Society Victoria. |
reflect on the many wonderful and poignant stories
recounted over twelve years of the A Call to Serve
project.

This year’s six honourees are further examples of
the generous giving of our major workforce of our
members as well as volunteers who cover many
service areas. It is also a reminder of how far our
organisation has come since 1854.

You will see and read the thoughtful perspectives of
these honourees. They challenge the status quo, ask
themselves what more can be done and reflect and
discern at every turn on often difficult paths for our
companions and clients. At the heart of all they do

is the importance of connecting with humanity and
compassion.

Honourees demonstrate a capacity to shift focus in
keeping with changing needs and to remain relevant.
You will witness examples of this too.

We have honoured many women in past stories and
this series honours two women from Swan Hill and
Port Melbourne Conferences who hold leadership
positions and serve alongside their husbands.

Their stories reveal a depth of understanding and
knowledge we are blessed to have.

The stories remind us that volunteering enriches
lives; both for the receiver and the giver. The stories
reinforce that serving along others is an exercise in
joy. Doing good works is also about forming good
friendships with fellow members and volunteers.

You will hear about innovations, ideas about
recruiting and inspiring examples of going further to
achieve a great deal.

Honourees respect the past while recognising
the need for relevance today. The example of our
Founder, Blessed Frederic Ozanam is alive and well.

In finishing, | note the words of one honouree who
concludes in his story, “My heart feels full.”

Thank you for your ongoing contributions and
commitment in living out the Vincentian spirit in all
you do.

God bless.

Michael Quinn
State President
St Vincent de Paul Society Victoria



DAMIAN AND KAREN KELLY

SWAN HILL CONFERENCE;,
MID MURRAY REGIONAL COUNCIL

KNOWING THEIR COMI
LEARNING IN UNITZ‘

Travelling to Northern
Victoria in June 2025

is a stark reminder of
some of the'different ‘
issues rural and, =i
reglorlal members Lo  ab”4
face and the impact -
that is felt by whole

communities. The

paddocks are tinder

dry and many

livestock are being

hand fed.




The Mid Murray region including Rochester, Echuca
and Swan Hill, has had unique challenges truly
reflecting Australia being a land of ‘droughts and
flooding rains’ as well as devastating fires on top

of the complexity of rural isolation and the cost of
living today.

In Swan Hill Rural City alone there are 330 First
Nation’s families; many transient and casual
workers, rising homelessness. Domestic violence
is prominent, particularly in small, outlying towns
and is exacerbated by limited services and lack of
supports close to immediate need.

Against this challenging backdrop, honourees
Damian and Karen Kelly are thoughtful, highly
skilled and respected contributors of both the
Swan Hill Conference and the Mid Murray Regional
Council. They bring considerable life and career
experience and an abundance of compassion to
their conference work.

Teamwork

As a married couple, Damian and Karen Kelly are a
team in every sense of the word. They worked side
by side on their farm for twenty-five years before a
shift to working in the community sector, including
a lengthy stint with The Salvation Army and TAFE
sector. The Society and conference issues are
frequently discussed at home and they de-brief and
often problem solve together.

Damian and Karen share a breadth of expertise,
so valuable to their support of companions and
members through roles that cover family support,
family violence, counselling, court support, training
and employment for people with special needs and
workplace coordination in community corrections.
They have a deep understanding and compassion
for the day-to-day realities of companions. The
enjoyment they receive from being actively
engaged in many facets of their community in

turn contributes to keeping them up to date with
important news and events and enhances the
advancement of Swan Hill Conference and Mid
Murray Regional Council.



Central Council President, Rosanne Hill, describes
Damian and Karen as initiators and enablers,
demonstrated in their practice as Vincentians and as
active parish and community members.

Damian was the first to join the Society. He brought
his seventeen years’ experience with the Salvation
Army, many as Family Support Coordinator, to

his conference work and leadership positions. He
supported clients with court appearances and has
developed exceptional advocacy skills.

He has a thorough and patient way of working on

a project to achieve the best outcome. Damian has
held many leadership roles within and outside of the
Society. He recognises leadership in the community
means listening to others and bringing everyone on
the journey to an outcome. Importantly, it also means
being involved for the long haul.

In 2018, Damian as both a conference member and
President, was a driving force in the establishment
of A Good Kitchen. Initially, Damian chaired

a subcommittee to consider options such as
establishing a soup van operation, in response
to concerns about the growing number of rough
sleepers in the area.

We had broad community support, but kept coming
back to the central issue of where will we prepare the
food?

St Mary’s parish priest Fr Matt supported Damian’s
suggestion about the possible use of the Parish
Welcome Centre, which had a commercial kitchen.
Formal endorsement was obtained from Parish
Council, Parish Finance Board and Central Office.

Opening in October 2018, A Good Kitchen, locally
known as AGK, has grown to serve an average 50
to 60 people every Tuesday evening. The willingness
of the volunteers giving their time, the community
support and financial and in-kind donations has
been impressive. As well as providing a nutritious
meal, AGK has achieved much more in terms of
social connection and participation.



In 2019, following this success, Damian was invited
to attend a meeting of the Food for All-Emergency
Relief, run by Swan Hill District Health. Plans to
establish a Food Hub began to take shape, with
many obstacles resolved along the way.

Swan Hill Neighbourhood House were approached
and agreed that vacant land behind their site could
be used. It took over three years to get it established,
but it has been worth it. Swan Hill Conference signed
up as a partner of the food hub and pay a monthly
fee to access the food supplies.

Karen learned a great deal about the Society from
Damian’s example and could see both their values
aligned with the early story of Frederic Ozanam
being called to live out his faith practically. In 2022,
she joined the Conference, firstly volunteering at A
Good Kitchen, as well as seeing companions at the
Assistance Centre. Together, Damian and Karen help
in many ways and see the array of people needing a
range of support.

Damian recalls a young man coming to the
Assistance Centre.

A father of two, he was living rough after his
relationship broke down. He had lost his job and was
very down and lost. | let him talk. | gave him food and
material aid and a referral to a crisis housing agency.
He came back two weeks later to thank me. He
seemed like a different person, feeling more positive
and looking for work. The road forward is never
smooth, but sometimes talking and being heard is a
very good starting point. We continue to learn from
our companions.

Leadership and recruitment

It wasn’t long before Mid Murray Regional Council
sought the couple’s involvement. Damian served as
president and secretary, with Karen currently in the
former and Damian in the latter role.

Damian and Karen make the often-vexed issue of
finding leaders and succession planning sound
straight forward. They are at pains to emphasise that
the whole team is there to support leadership officers
and they are blessed with a wonderful team. No one,
particularly those new to roles should ever feel alone.

They both acknowledge the teamwork, incredible
leadership and support of recently deceased
President, Brian Richardson, who was honoured in
the 2024 A Call to Serve series. As they both explain:

Our President, Brian, inspired and encouraged
members to consider stepping up. He saw their
potential and actively supported them into leadership
positions. Karen

Others are there to provide help. No one is on their
Pat Malone. There is always support for leadership
roles from presidents and Kate O’Brien, our
Community Conference Support. We don’t expect
perfection; we'’re here to learn, walk alongside

others, share a laugh sometimes and do some soul
searching. With support, these are personally fulfilling
roles. Damian

Damian suggests every opportunity should be
explored to encourage new members to join
conferences in addition to holding information
sessions for SVDP leadership roles. As well, it

is helpful to provide opportunities for potential
members and leaders to attend conference/council
meetings and offer mentors for the leadership roles.

Karen suggests a possible way young adults could
be enlisted to inject youthful energy into conferences
could be offering scholarships or internships that
are modestly remunerated. This would also assist

a young person to gain experience for their future
careers.

Karen believes that on balance, the best chance

to recruit new members comes from the pool of
retirees or those close to retiring. This cohort are
coming to terms with having more time on their
hands and finding new purpose. Identifying people
in the community in these groups has proven to be a
successful way to find new members.

We can determine what captures a person’s interest
and cater to that. All they need is a caring nature and
to be curious about different experiences.

The Swan Hill Conference participates in various
activities at local Catholic schools to engage these
communities and helped towards establishing a



Mini Vinnies. Karen recognises the value for the
children and the future of the Society in schools
being part of this movement.

We encourage our younger generations and
more people from broader cultural backgrounds
to be involved in the Society. Admittedly, many
are leading busy lives; we will keep trying.

The importance of listening

In their working lives, Damian and Karen
undertook valuable, specialised training and
developed important communication and
support skills. They believe listening with
compassion, non-judgement and awareness

of the power imbalance between a member
offering help and a person asking for help, is the
critical skill members should possess. It is the
essential first step towards building trust. It is a
skill they model every day.

As Karen puts it:

| have been very privileged to work in the
community services sector. The nature of

my experience includes working in diverse
environments across key needs and services. |
have an ear to the ground for situations where
people are missing out or not being heard.

Continuous learning and updating

Like Damian, Karen is willing to take the initiative
when she sees a need. Key achievements Karen
is proud of include her work at SuniTAFE, Swan
Hill, to ensure students with disabilities were able
to enrol in courses there. She researched secure
funding and barriers needing to be overcome
such as distances and bus timetabling. Karen
has also supported students enrolled in English
as a second language while at SUniTAFE and
volunteered for evening classes to support

the Afghani and other CALD students to learn
English.

A great emphasis of her work has been ensuring
work placements and appropriate skills to gain
employment and good outcomes for students
with special needs.
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It was heart-warming as the CWE coordinator,
seeing the positive outcomes for prospective
students and families through participation and
support of the students to complete their learning
and gain employment.

This is an impressive roll call of relevant experience
and Karen credits her conference work for
teaching her even more about needs, particularly
family violence.

| have learnt a great deal along the way about
bringing hope to people in very tough
circumstances, in particular, cases of domestic
violence where children are involved. | work with
a wholistic systems approach with the parent/
mother to understand what is going on for her in
order to feel safe and secure. It is paramount to
make referrals to an organisation such as Mallee
Family Care, to specialist workers for financial
assistance, housing, counselling and legal support
to enable the best outcome, tailored to each
individual case.

Karen has also engaged in areas of need for
where it is essential to know how a refugee or
asylum seeker can receive support and financial
assistance while going through the protracted
process of gaining residency.

Through their high level of community involvement,
Karen and Damian maintain up to date knowledge
of what is available to help people in need which
they share with their fellow members.

Damian and Karen are immensely proud of their
own conference and the Mid-Murray Regional
Council. For them, fulfilment as members and
holding leadership roles is seeing conference
members immersed and growing in their Society
participation.

It was an honour to serve the St Vincent de Paul
Society as Conference President and Regional
Council President. Damian

I have a deepening understanding of each
conference | support, as each is unique with
similar issues in the Mid Murray region. | remain



open to learning individually with conference
members and Central Council members. Karen

Karen believes it is up to us to be the change we
want to see. A favourite quote that reminds her of
our shared humanity is:

If we have no peace, it is because we have
forgotten that we belong to each other.
Saint Mother Teresa

Karen and Damian reflect that while times change,
the Society’s foundational story still resonates
today. They stress the importance of keeping up
with the latest initiatives to achieve the best for
companions.

Blessed Frederic Ozanam tells us to walk in

the shoes of a struggling person to understand
their situation. To do this, we need a good
understanding of the context: what is currently
available for companions, waiting times, their
cultural needs and their capacity to withstand the
overall pressures of, for example, chronic cost of
living increases for someone on a fixed income.

We network with other agencies and specialists
and will continue to do so.

We always reassure companions they can come
back anytime and remain aware of our President
Brian’s belief that it takes courage to ask for help.
This reminds us always that humility and respect

for each person are important in how we meet
and accompany people in need.

We are very fortunate to belong to a strong
conference whose members are community-
minded. Our town is too. We appreciate the
contribution the St Vincent de Paul Society
makes through the work of its volunteers. It just
keeps on keeping on.

Records of Service

Damian Kelly

2018 Member, Swan Hill Conference
2018 President, Swan Hill Conference
2018 Member, Mid Murray Regional Council

2019-2023  President, Mid Murray,
Regional Council

2019-2023 Member, North East Central Council
2023-2025 Treasurer, Swan Hill Conference

2023- Secretary, Mid Murray Regional
Council

Karen Kelly

2022 Member, Swan Hill Conference

2023-2025 Vice President, Swan Hill Conference

2023 Member, Mid Murray Regional Council

2023- President, Mid Murray Regional Council

2023- Member, North East Central Council
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KATRY AND PAT MOUI

PORT MELBOURNE/MIDDLE PARK CONFE

GOOD FRIENDS, ;E%
GOOD WORKS

For anyone considering volunteering

with the St Vincent de Paul Society,
spending time with'the Port Melbourne
Conference; where honourees Kathy and
Pat Mount have been members since
2014, is likely to achieve a resounding
case for the affirmative. Its thriving
membership of thirty-four is living proof of
the fulfilment and enjoyment that can
come from conference involvement.
Members see themselves as a friendship
group who also happen to do good works.
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Many members have joined through friends.
Passers-by, drawn to the group’s lively conversation
over their regular coffee catch ups, stop and inquire
about the shared connection between them. One
recent member joined after a chance meeting while
walking her dog.

Members are a mix of Catholics, of other faiths or of
no faith. A shared commitment to the Society’s goal
of helping others and a gusto for enjoying their lives
binds them purposefully and animatedly. Most are
energetic retirees looking for interesting engagement
and to make a meaningful contribution. The
Conference is delighted that recently three young
people have joined. The trio have brought youthful
enthusiasm and a welcome proficiency with I.T.

An introduction to the Society

Pat’s involvement with St Vincent de Paul Society
goes back to his father, who was a passionate
Society member and wonderful role model. In his last
two years at CBC Parade’s former East Melbourne
campus, Pat joined the Society’s Sodality. Members
visited Ozanam House, serving meals and cleaning
up.

It was the 1960s and we often walked through the
Fitzroy Gardens. We mainly saw older, alcoholic men
sleeping rough, often in army great coats, without
bedding and totally exposed to the elements. It stays
with you that people could have so little at the end of
their lives, when many of us have strikingly different
lives.

In 1980, Pat joined the small, all men’s conference
at the now defunct Mother of God parish, East
lvanhoe. Its members also visited Ozanam House.
Pat remembers its president, Frank Clancy, as a
true Vincentian role model. These initial conference
years cemented a deep respect for the work of the
Society.

Pat’s early impressions of homeless men sleeping
rough and subsequent exposure to other injustices
and inequities have reinforced a keen desire to
advocate on behalf of those missing out on a fair
share of the wealth and opportunity pie. Pat is an
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avid letter writer and knocks on many politicians and
community leaders’ doors to put his case on behalf
of those who are left behind. He recognises higher
profile people may have an easier path to being
heard, but nevertheless, he keeps plugging away,
quietly influencing where he can.

A warm welcome is everything

Pat and Kathy lived in East lvanhoe for 38 years, with
Kathy particularly focused on raising their six children
while Pat established his pharmacy business. Both
were involved in the local community. In 2005, they
moved to Port Melbourne.

Member Kevin Wilks describes honourees Kathy and
Pat Mount’s pivotal role in this conference, which
was re-formed eleven years ago.

Kathy and Pat are kind, caring, compassionate and
are the cornerstone of our conference. They lead by
example and are very welcoming of new members.

Serving and modelling together

Pat has served as Conference President and is
currently Social Justice Officer. While previously,
Kathy supported Pat’s Society’s endeavours from
her home base, in 2014 she joined Port Melbourne
Conference with Pat. It was the right time for
Kathy after many years focused on the family.
From what she had seen and learned from Pat,
she was motivated to be involved. Kathy has been
Conference Treasurer and is currently President.

I am enjoying my time as president and going to
regional meetings where | learn a great deal. Having
thirty-four members is a project in itselfl We are all
great friends, supporting each other while helping
others. | couldn’t ask for a better team.

Kathy and Pat often discuss the importance of
their conference work with their extended family
and Kathy delights to hear of their grandchildren’s
enthusiastic involvement in supporting the Society
in school activities such as packing Christmas
hampers.

Kathy and Pat have personal qualities that make
them perfect for conference roles. Pat credits Kathy



in particular for her warmth and encouragement of
members and her overall people skills and care. She
is also a great organiser and for many years, looked
after the visitation roster with aplomb.

Kathy in turn believes Pat is a true people person: a
great encourager, initiator and team builder, leading
by example. As a former pharmacist, he understands
the importance of listening and helping people with
worrying issues. Pat shares his understanding and
depth of Vincentian knowledge for the benefit of all.

A member has described Pat as a modern day
Ozanam; he thinks before acting, brings good people
around and with him and makes wise decisions.

His practical, non-judgemental approach, coupled
with strong advocacy, mirror the Society’s esteemed
founder.

Behind the face of Companions

Kathy and Pat recognise that sometimes members
don’t see the full extent of what a person is coping
with, only how companions present at a home visit.

Most people we see are on the Disability Support
Pension and this brings a range of health issues and
daily struggles. The people we see on Job Seeker
are probably the hardest hit; the payment is not

sufficient to meet basic needs. We have one woman
who has her daughter and granddaughter living in
her small unit because they cannot afford to live
separately. It is a huge struggle.

The rising cost of living, a lack of emergency and
longer-term housing can feed despair. In the midst of
this though, members can bring hope.

Through listening to a person and engaging
effectively with the team, they always work through
challenges to achieve more. Kathy and Pat believe
firmly that as a society, we can and should always be
doing more.

We don’t always know about family background and
specific self-limiting issues. We have all at times felt
we failed to positively impact a person’s life. Very
often these cases that can feel like the most difficult
visits, can end up being the best work you ever do.

The Mounts understand the complexities and
layering impact that disadvantage wreaks on the
people they support. They see people who have a
roof over their head, but who are drowning under the
weight of financial and other challenges. Kathy and
Pat will always go that extra mile while respecting a
person’s choices.
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We see homeless people here, as in so many
other inner areas. We try to help them and respect
that sometimes they don’t want our help, or not
immediately.

Kathy and Pat’s approach is to build rapport slowly
with a person, listen deeply and always to follow

up.

Pat started chatting and buying some meals for a
man sleeping rough in a shop doorway. It took a
while to develop a connection. Eventually the man
agreed to catch a tram to Ozanam House.

I met him there. He was in a lot of trouble and
danger and the staff were able to get appropriate
treatment for him. They provided emergency
accommodation and then more permanent
housing. He was very grateful.

We see a range of issues such as mental health,
drugs, gambling. We don’t judge anyone. Many
people simply cannot afford the price of rent due to
personal and health issues. They may be reluctant
to speak about these very difficult challenges. The
system often works against them.

Seeing the difference we make

There are success stories and from their
passionate telling, it is clear these are the icing on
the cake for Kathy and Pat.
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A couple had migrated to Brisbane. Six years ago,
the husband subjected his wife to physical abuse.
She packed her three young children in the car
and drove to Melbourne, where she had no family
support. She gained priority public housing in Port
Melbourne and three weeks later, the conference
was asked to assist.

The family were sleeping on the floor with the mother
putting coats over the children as makeshift bedding.
There was no furniture or utensils in the flat. We fully
furnished it and helped in whatever way we could.

A member introduced the boys to the local soccer
club which sponsored their participation. That was a
fantastic connection.

The mother gained a good job in the city and never
asked for help again. We sometimes see her on

the tram and she greets us warmly. She’s a terrific
person and it’s a happy ending to their story.

Conference members are well networked and utilise
these connections for the benefit of companions —
always looking to do more. They organise holidays
for companions several times per year, utilising the
Society’s Point Lonsdale holiday house and another
house available through the Presentation nuns.

Connections across the broader community have
brought other gains. The Conference accesses pro
bono help from RIMERN, (Rotary Inner Melbourne



Emergency Relief Network). This agency will kit out
a home with everything a person needs. The only
cost to the Conference is delivery of items and a
membership fee.

Kathy and Pat believe the Society is highly regarded
across the broader community because of what it
has achieved. This makes these connections easy to
develop which in turn enables greater outcomes.

There are many good people who in seeing people
missing out, genuinely want to help.

Kathy and Pat go out of their way to assist people
in a non-judgemental manner, listening to their
stories, showing patience and understanding. In
one particular case, Pat was involved in assisting a
companion who had just been released from prison
— he had nothing and no hope. Pat moved quickly
to provide immediate care and prevent any relapse
of problematic behaviour. He organised furniture,

a TV, kitchen utensils, gardening equipment, food
vouchers and kept in touch, building a connection
and trust.

Steeped in history of helping

Like so many inner urban areas, Port Melbourne has
been gentrified, with people recognising the precious
beach, its proximity to the city and so much more.
Times are changing rapidly and Port Melbourne is a
living example of this. Once a working class suburb
where many wharvies lived, it now has a beach
resort feel and is home to many comfortably-off
residents alongside a relatively high number of public
housing tenants.

Port Melbourne is steeped in a deep history of
connection with social justice. Station Pier represents
many beautiful and challenging beginnings for
migrants and refugees arriving in the hope of a new
and better life.

Between 1926-1946, the former State Bank of
Victoria embarked on a unique experiment in mass
housing, aimed at addressing the shortage of
affordable housing for low income people working
in the area. The idea was conceived by people of
action who on seeing a problem, strove to address

it meaningfully. There is a fitting synergy that Kathy
and Pat and their fellow members in their own small
ways, continue to discern and act when they see
people missing out.

Even with the onslaught of technological change,
the Society will never lose the human connection
of what it does through conferences. Members like
Kathy and Pat will continue to bring their personal
touch and connect with companions with care,
encouragement, determination to improve their lot
and importantly, hope.

Amidst the beauty of the bay, Kathy and Pat reflect
on their good fortune to have a happy family living
comfortable and fulfilled lives. Their resolve that

this should be the case for many more people will
continue to keep them doing their wonderful good
works alongside their good friends in Port Melbourne
Conference.

Record of Service
Kathy Mount

2014 Joined Port Melbourne/
Middle Park Conference

2019-2022 Treasurer, Port Melbourne/
Middle Park Conference

2022 President, Port Melbourne/
Middle Park Conference

Patrick Mount

1961-1962 Member St Vincent de Paul Sodality
school Yrs 11 & 12

1991- 2005 Member, East lvanhoe Conference

2014 Joined Port Melbourne/
Middle Park Conference

2014-2019  President, Port Melbourne/

Middle Park Conference
2019-2020 Melbourne Regional Council

07/2022 — 09/2022 President, Port Melbourne/
Middle Park Conference

2022 Social Justice Officer, Port Melbourne/
Middle Park Conference
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SEVEPALMER

COMMUNITY VOLUNTEER, OZANAM HOUSE

“HOWEVER
| CAN HELP”

At the heart of all he does, Ozanam House
community volunteer, Steve Palmer, has
always reflected on what his faith in action
needs to look like. In his thirty-six years as
a volunteer, he still often asks himself, ‘Am |
doing enough? Can | do more?’






Putting his faith into action has made his faith more
real for him. Realising that just getting on with helping
the poor, like Frederic Ozanam, is what brings
personal fulfilment and exemplifies the call of his
Catholic faith to make a difference in the wider

world.

In 1975, Steve first visited Ozanam House as a fifth
form student. The experience sowed a seed and he
knew that he would return. Later, he read an Age
newspaper article about homelessness. Ozanam
House was looking for volunteers.

In 1989, | was a new recruit at St Joseph’s Ferntree
Gully, teaching Religious Education. The boys and
the teachers were keen that we visit, We started
heading off in the minibus one Friday every month,
helping out with meals. We had great discussions
and de-briefs on those bus trips. These outreach
opportunities helped demonstrate the inspirational
story of Frederic Ozanam helping the poor. It was a
wonderful way to explore our collective faiths, build
wonderful relationships and feel a sense of hope.

In the 1990s, moving to Mount Lilydale Mercy
College, Steve found the students and teachers were
similarly enthusiastic — there was always a waiting

list of people keen to spend an evening helping with
meals at Ozanam House and with the Mathew Talbot
Soup Van. This was in spite of often difficult and
depressing situations encountered in the boarding
houses which the soup van visited.

That was the beauty of the ride home to Lilydale.
It gave time for de-briefing and to discuss how to
manage your feelings in these confronting situations.

Over these years, | have built a loving relationship
with all things Vinnies. We had numerous fundraising
& awareness functions promoting the ‘Good Works’
of Vinnies/Ozanam House. Even now there are still
links to the College for donation requests.

The evolution of Ozanam House

The 1970s and 80s still saw a continuation of

a relatively regimented Ozanam House. It had
elements of an institution, albeit with good intentions.
There was a conveyor belt process for the men
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of queueing outside for a bed, having a shower,
receiving pyjamas and a meal and off to bed in one
of the dormitories. Then, after breakfast, leaving the
building. The process was repeated every day. The
men lucky enough to get a bed for the night were
almost uniformly middle to old age with alcohol
addiction.

This approach has evolved and changed
considerably, and today Ozanam House is designed
around the individual needs and aims to empower
and sustain in a much broader way.

Ozanam House now offers accommodation for

134 people with a mixture of crisis, extended stay
and independent living units. The Homelessness
Resource Centre is available to residents and drop-
in clients and provides free breakfast and lunch,
showers, washing machines, a range of medical and
allied services, material aid, programs and activities
as well as specialist workers who assist people
experiencing homelessness.

Steve is enthusiastic about what it offers and makes
possible, always emphasising the importance of
relationships, respect and dignity.



The clients and residents feel safe, welcomed and
respected and this is achieved by the staff and
volunteers, the array of supports and the physical
environment. No one is sent on their way after
breakfast. There is choice and respect for each
person’s dignity and needs. Clients also have the
chance to learn skills and become volunteers.

Steve’s day at Ozanam House

Every Wednesday, Steve is up at 4.30am and cycles
to his train station to catch the 6.15am to Flagstaff.
He rides to Ozanam House, arriving at 7.15am. The
chefs are cooking and preparing the food and Steve
starts setting up the dining room. His approach is
very much, “However | can help.”

A repeated refrain of Steve’s is safeguarding a
person’s dignity and respect, and the importance of
building relationships. He is aware of the small details
that make for a more respectful environment; making
sure there is enough of everything; food, cutlery and
crockery alike; the place is tidy and spillages are
quickly and quietly cleaned up.

Steve describes breakfast as often busy and
changeable in terms of who comes; there

are regulars, newcomers and ones who may not
have been for a while.

Some choose to sleep rough, some miss out on a
bed; this is particularly hard in winter. We can help
set them up for the day with a hot breakfast and a
chat.

We have some real characters. The stories of
resilience and keeping going are amazing. | make
sure | say hello and have a quick chat to those who
want to talk. | try and learn a new name every week.

Previously, Steve helped some clients with reading
and writing. He saw it as a vital step towards
breaking the poverty cycle. Steve recognised one of
the men he had met from an earlier meeting when
Volunteer Coordinator Louise Augustinus brought
some of the clients to Lilydale Mercy College, to talk
to the students about Ozanam House.

George had an amazing baritone voice and sang

a song. It was spine tingling. You often don’t know
the back story of the residents and clients’ lives, but
George and | had many chats and | learned about his
Maori culture. He sadly passed away during one of
the Covid lockdowns. You never forget these people.
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Steve is grateful that Ozanam House keeps
offering new programs. He credits Louise
Augustinus, who coordinates the volunteer
programs, as a great initiator and always prepared
to give new ideas a try. A Men’s Group is starting
shortly in which Steve is hoping to participate.

If | can manage to take on another day, I'd like to

do this. I'm lucky to be in a position where | don’t
have to work and have time. New challenges are

good.

Steve recognises that many people are busy and
time is precious. He advises people considering
volunteering to relax and not worry too much
about the trajectory of their lives. They will
identify what speaks to their heart as the right

fit. There is a huge variety of roles available here.
Volunteers are needed for backroom functions
and for more direct involvement with clients and
residents. Shifts can be daytime or evening. One
woman organises the books in the library, another
provides haircuts; others provide gardening,
baking and one pot cooking classes.

Steve sees the intrinsic good in all people,
particularly in a place like Ozanam House, with so
many volunteers and staff doing good works. The
residents and clients are getting on with their lives
as best they can, often affected by challenging
pasts and experiences. There are many successful
outcomes.

He is surprised by the number of people who, on
hearing about his volunteering, explain they know
about Ozanam House. He believes once anyone
understands what Ozanam House represents in
its history and current day practices, it is easy to
tap into their hearts and inspire them to consider
volunteering here.

Oz House is a remarkable place. People might

be struggling with physical difficulties or mental
torment; anyone can get a meal, use the services,
no questions asked. Everyone is treated equally.

| feel part of a special organisation. So many are
doing great voluntary work.
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Every Wednesday, Steve reflects on his day on
the way home — just as he did all those years

ago with his students. Am | doing enough? Can

| do more? He thinks deeply about the state of
the world, starting with his own little patch. He

is an advocate for the principles of restorative
justice, mostly known for its effectiveness in youth
justice settings. Steve would like to see it applied
more broadly. Fundamentally, it is about repairing
relationships between people and groups, a

way of building trust. He believes with a wider
application, the world would be a much better
place. People would be more willing to stand by
others. In the meantime, he will continue to do
what he can, where he can, to make a difference.

If you want some fun and a warm glow, there’s
no better place than Ozanam House. It's been an
important part of my faith journey. I've ebbed and
flowed in my relationship with my God and why
I'm here. | love the people and the relationships.

It is an honour to work with Louise. Admittedly,
I'm a bit weary when | get off my bike Wednesday
afternoons, but fulfilled. My heart feels full and
contented.

Steve is heartened that in this special Jubilee year,
there is a strong message of hope.

He is reminded that Pope Francis called on us all:

“To be tangible signs of hope for those of our
brothers and sisters who experience hardships of
any kind.”

Ozanam House and people like Steve, fill us all
with faith in our humanity and hope for the future.

Record of Service

1989-1994 St Joseph’s Ferntree Gully,
School volunteer program visiting
Ozanam House and the soup vans

1994-2019 Mt Lilydale Mercy College School
volunteer program, visiting Ozanam
House and the soup vans

2019 Community volunteer, Ozanam House
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Call to Serve honouree, Mike Reece
Knows the importance of good connections.
This is at the forefront of all he does as a
member of the St Vincent de Paul Society.
Connection, according to Mike, is perhaps
the most powerful word in the Society’s
vocabulary. The value of our listening well,
he believes, is worth ten times any other

service offered.



We sit and listen carefully and with empathy. We may
be the only person a companion has seen that day
or week. Being present for people in whatever they
are experiencing, even if we don’t say much at all, is
often more important than the material assistance we
provide.

When he was tapped on the shoulder to consider
joining the Greythorn by the late Bob Stewart,

a legendary recruiter and firebrand Vincentian,
Mike already knew a little about Bob’s exemplary
leadership and good works.

Bob lived out his faith in practical and progressive
ways in his conference work and other community
involvement. Importantly, he drew others in to join,
recruiting people with tremendous skills and life
experience, who were willing to share their gifts.

Bob and another member, Peter Adkins, visited Mike
at home to explain the operations of the Conference
and to outline the foundational story of St Vincent de
Paul Society.

Mike accompanied Bob on several home visits,
seeing the best Vincentian practice modelled to a
tee.

How could | not be inspired to join? Ozanam was a
twenty-one year old university student, focused on
helping the poorest of the poor. | would be joining
a conference with talented members with busy,
stimulating lives who were faith-filled and nourished
by their Society volunteering.

The late Bob’s example still lives on at Greythorn
Conference, whose team comprises nineteen gifted
and committed members. Many are involved in other
areas of Society life: Vinnies shops, Ozanam House,
Soup Vans and NILS. Each knows to keep an eye
out for new recruits. Mike has written guidelines on
both Recruitment Planning and Succession Planning
reflecting Greythorn policies and procedures. These
have been picked up for the broader benefit of
conferences statewide.

Go where the need is

The conference’s history of service includes it re-
positioning itself to service the high need inner city

25



areas, with most calls coming from public housing
estates. The members rarely receive calls for
assistance from within their traditional boundaries
covering North Balwyn, Balwyn, and Doncaster, all
predominantly well-off areas today.

The conference understands that to thrive, it needs
to remain relevant and vibrant.

A meeting of Mike and his conference colleagues
confirms Greythorn members’ shared passion to
contribute to improving the lives of marginalised and
struggling companions.

Ideas are welcome; challenging discussions are
encouraged and alternate views are listened to with
respect. Their strong connection with each other is
evident.

Current members credit Mike with modelling the true,

Vincentian spirit. President Rebecca Fels explains:

Mike really does put his faith into action. He has a
huge amount of empathy and is a good listener. He
always considers how he can take action to help a
person to move on with their life.

Mike reflects on the important part his Society
involvement plays in his life.

If you are serious about having a deep and active
faith, you must go further than observance of going
to Mass. | realised | could contribute. My life is
richer for the diverse people | have encountered
and the chance to experience life through others’
circumstances. | admire the amazing volunteers and
their contributions across the Society.

Resources Directory - Filling gaps

In wanting to take action when he sees a gap, Mike
recognised the need to better support the work of
home visitation.

On visits, Greythorn members take their visit bag
with them. Previously in addition to vouchers, it
contained pieces of paper with useful information.
Mike realised that most people they met — and many
were from overseas — did not know about available
services in their area. He started pulling together
information about what was available; for example,
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where to go for free meals, clothing and other forms
of assistance. The loose pages soon became an
eighty-page, spiral-bound document and Mike just
kept adding.

As well as local services, government services
were included, which helped determine if a
companion was receiving all they were eligible for,
such as benefits, utility concessions and housing
assistance.

Ten years ago, Mike intended this as a resource

for Greythorn, then it was expanded for use across
the Eastern region. It is now a two-hundred-page
directory, used by all conferences. It is available

on MySVDP and can be downloaded or sent by
email. Mike has committed to ensuring the directory
remains relevant. Members send updates regularly
with Mike publishing twice yearly revisions. As
President Rebecca Fels reflects, there is more to
the guide than merely information.

The Resource Guide is full of valuable information
and importantly, it has Mike’s spirit in it.

Technological connection

Mike sees himself as first and foremost a local
member, but this also allows him to contribute more
broadly to the operations at Central Office that
benefit all members and companions.

He has been an active member participating as the
Social Justice Officer on Eastern Central Council,
on the Social Justice and Advocacy Committee and
the My SVDP Member Consultative Committee.

He valued the opportunity to be involved in the
development of the early welfare database. He
notes that the current progress at Gerald Ward
House to develop a consolidated database is a very
worthwhile step forward.

This has moved records from a fairly basic system
to one that is well-informed.

The 2019 bushfires saw many members give their
time responding to calls from people affected by
this major disaster. Mallacoota was the initial focus,
but demand extended to other areas of Victoria.
For Mike, it was both challenging and rewarding.



The stories were heart wrenching; some callers
were dispossessed of everything they owned.

Mike acknowledges the wonderful work of Central
Office’s I.T personnel in quickly building a system to
manage the high level of calls. It exemplifies where
staff and volunteers pull together, each doing their
bit to provide a great service and response to
need.

Analysing, developing, cutting the code and how it
interfaces is challenging work and doesn’t usually
happen overnight. These miracle workers did
exactly that.

For several decades, Mike was employed in
information technology roles. Entering this industry
from its early days, it became second nature and
an invaluable tool for him. He recognised that this
was not a universal experience, and many were
getting left behind.

He acknowledges that the expectation that
everyone would be able to go online has been
somewhat misguided.

We see it play out particularly with older people
who miss out on vital information because of

this false expectation. As a society, we need to
do more to achieve greater access and equity
of computer literacy. In this way, we can elevate
everyone’s opportunities.

Need for better cultural service responses

Visiting public housing developments enables
Mike and his members to meet many people from
different ethnic and faith backgrounds as well

as from the LGTBIQ+ community. The sense of
isolation for many of these people is often acute
and is a situation Mike tries to ameliorate.

Many of these people are marginalised and it is
rewarding to make a meaningful connection with
them. We try to be creative and allow time in
finding the best way to make those connections.

Often a child will assume the role of interpreter in

a non-English speaking background family: it is

not always easy to translate adult concepts to a
child, but the conference uses visual props and
ensures vital information such as contact details
for referrals are passed on. The members hand out
clear information on relevant support agencies with
directions and find it works extremely well.
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Mike and another member spent an hour with
a Pacific Islander mother whose child’s life was
hanging by a thread in hospital. She had no
family or friends in Melbourne.

We saw her demeanour shift from drawn

and anxious to opening up and talking freely,
even smiling by the time we were leaving. We
provided a valuable connection that allowed her
to express her feelings, be heard and possibly,
receive some hope. The vouchers helped with
expenses, but the connection was even more
important.

Importance of broad advocacy:
Shining our light

Mike hails the Society’s advocacy on energy
and utilities as a shining light in the advocacy
agenda. He believes what could be developed
further is having a conference specialist speak
on behalf of members’ grassroots knowledge of
how our companions are affected by the whole
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gamut of social justice issues. Mike speaks of the
breadth and rich Society context:

Soup vans, housing and homelessness and home
visits. We perhaps hide our light under a bushel in
relation to the latter two and what is often achieved
for people in distress.

The connections between members and
companions and between volunteers and for
example, our clients at Ozanam House and the
community volunteers there are exceptionally
important. Not many in the wider community know
about this.

The media is always hungry for content.

Having a member with first hand and authentic
understanding of how policy agendas and life’s
circumstances affect our companions would be
well received. It would also raise SVDP’s profile with
many benefits: greater credibility, stronger standing
in the charity space and improved fundraising
opportunities.



Affordable, adequate housing is the essential
foundation towards creating better lives. Mike is a
firm believer in housing people well and first: do this
and other issues can be tackled next. The challenges
faced by governments and organisations like the
Society are considerable but achievable if a long-term
commitment is made. There must always be a strong
focus on meeting people’s basic needs to ensure a
life with dignity.

There are zoning and development issues that can
tip the housing supply in favour of more affordable
housing. Mike is encouraged that some are being
picked up.

We are starting to make inroads with initiatives like the
Big Build and good decisions such as demolishing
some of the high rises. Many are substandard
environments that do not allow people to thrive.

Visiting companions in the Carlton public housing
estates has given Mike valuable insights into their
experiences as residents. A chat can often reveal so
much of their reality. He recalls talking to a lady in the
foyer who had asked for a washing machine.

Mike was aware there were community laundries in
the building and asked her why she would need her
own machine.

She told us about the drug dealing in the laundry.
She’d been threatened by a man with a knife and her
daughter was petrified to go there. Needless to say,
we found her a washing machine and | received a
very instructive and compelling lesson.

Along with many other conferences supporting public
housing companions, Mike is alarmed by the number
of people, who, while relieved to have a roof over their
heads, have no furniture. The conference responds as
best it can, but there is something sadly amiss when
one section of the community cannot take for granted
that their basic needs will be met. Public housing
tenants should not be treated as an underclass. The
Society is not in a position to take on furnishing many
public housing units. Mike wonders where the buck
stops and human rights begin.

These experiences personify Mike’s faithful
adherence to Ozanam’s teachings: we need to fully
understand before we can properly respond to a
person’s needs and circumstances.

When | see the neeq, it reinforces my faith, that we
have to DO something.

The future for conferences

Mike believes conferences should not feel totally
defined by traditional visitation although he sees
this as the glue that holds conferences and the
organisation together.

His own conference has demonstrated a willingness
to adapt to meet changing needs.

He and his members are alert to community
opportunities that can achieve gains for companions
and the Society alike.

Renewal is in the hearts of our members. | am proud
that members give of their time so gladly and engage
so effectively with people in need.

We are lucky at Greythorn that we have people in the
wings to step into roles. This guarantees our ongoing
relevance.

We derive joy from thinking we may have brought a
little bit of comfort and helped the person feel valued.
This award is not for me; it’s for the conference. We
are all contributors. The reward is in our hearts.

Record of Service

2002 Member, Greythorn Conference
2012-2020 Secretary, Greythorn Conference
2018-2021 Secretary, Camberwell Regional

Conference

2022 Eastern Central Council Social Justice
Officer

2022 Social Justice Committee —

Greythorn Conference Representative

2023-2024 My SVDP - Conference representative,
My SVDP Member Consultative
Committee
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