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Mission Statement
The mission of the St Vincent de Paul Society in Australia is to deepen the Catholic faith of its members
and to go out into our nation to heighten awareness of Jesus Christ.
We do this by sharing ourselves – who we are, and what we have – with people in need on a person-toperson basis. We seek to co-operate in shaping a more just and compassionate Australian community,
and to share our resources with our twinned countries.
Our preferred option in this mission of service is to work with people in development by respecting their
dignity, sharing our hope and encouraging them to take control of their own destiny.
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CHAPTER 1 OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT

1 Overview of the Project
1.1 The purpose of storytelling

“It is through the stories we see the Spirit of God working with the lives of those in
need and in our own lives too.”

1.2 The process

On 31st March 2005, the Victorian State President of the St Vincent de Paul
Society wrote to 43 conferences across Victoria to invite their participation in an
exercise to understand what was happening in the conferences across the State.
Of the 43 St Vincent de Paul Society conferences contacted to assist in the
provision of these stories, two did not respond and one declined to participate
because they felt that their conferences were in recess and did not have anything
to contribute. Two advised that their conferences were almost in recess. These
have a brief entry included in the stories.
The researcher personally attended 37 of the conferences. Three others were
contacted primarily by telephone.
There are 40 stories included in this report: of these, 23 are from urban areas and
17 from regional/rural areas.

1.3 What is a “snapshot”?

Just as a photographic image is simply a slice of one moment in time and does
not include other details, these records of each conference, collected between
April and August 2005, are by no means an exhaustive description of every activity
and work that a conference undertakes. They highlight examples of work in a
Conference. Taken together, they show what the St Vincent de Paul Society is
undertaking in its 151st year in Victoria.
During many of the visits by the researcher, conference members would say, “we
only do what everyone else does”. In conversation, however, it became quickly
clear that there was tremendous diversity in the Society in Victoria.

1.4 Quotes

The quotes contained in the text are direct quotes from the members of that
conference, except where noted.

1.5 Learnings

This project is intended to enable the Society to consider how to develop a
more effective service in today’s community; a service that betters the lot of the
disadvantaged and alters their place in the world. The important objective of
the exercise is what can be learnt from the stories. Observations and learnings
have been incorporated in a section entitled “Learnings from the Stories”. This
includes any criticisms, concerns or suggestions about the Society that conference
members volunteered in the discussions.
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1.6 Conﬁdentiality

To ensure privacy is maintained and protected, pseudonyms are used where clients
are named in a story, although their ages are listed accurately. In some cases, the
dollar amounts quoted have been rounded up or down (generally to the nearest $10)
as appropriate, to minimise any possible identiﬁcation.

1.7 People First – Total Solutions

People First – Total Solutions provides strategic planning, consultancy, volunteer
management and human resource services for not-for-proﬁt organisations and for
medium to large companies in Australia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the
United States of America.
The author of this submission, Martin J Cowling, has a long history working in the
not-for-proﬁt sector primarily in the state of Victoria. People First – Total Solutions
contract staff Jean Fell, Melody Lord and Kerrie Spinks assisted in the development
of the report.
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2 St Vincent de Paul Society: History, Mission and Work
2.1 Origins of the Society

“Show us your works!” taunted the St Simonians. “We admit the past grandeur of
Christianity, but the tree is now dead and bears no fruit.”
The St Vincent de Paul Society was founded in May 1833, as a practical refutation of
the reproaches directed against Christianity by the followers of Saint-Simon, Fourier
and other popular teachers who were condemning the church of the day for its lack
of relevance and action.
Paris in the early 19th century was in the grip of great upheavals. The period that
started with the French Revolution of 1788-1799 was one of signiﬁcant social unrest.
Large numbers of the country people were moving to the cities to ﬁnd work in the
factories. Many arrived to discover that there was no work, little pay or that the
factories were closed due to revolution. Large slum areas were forming in Paris;
thousands of people lived without work, some without clothes, and many alcoholic.
Homelessness, disease, and starvation were common. In 1832 an epidemic of
cholera swept through Paris, killing up to 1,200 people each day.
The 1830s brought the collapse of the old Bourbon monarchy which had dreams of
strengthening the throne with support from the Church. Religion was on the decline
and atheism increasing; scepticism was virtually triumphant in the teachings of Saint
Simon.
The “Conference of Charity” that was formed was designed to demonstrate the
“gospel in action”; to “love and assist His children in need”.
It was conceived to be “an intimate and cheerful circle, radiating healthy
youthfulness, where those who had left home would ﬁnd new life and the means
by which they could both help one another and exercise a form of charity within
their conference”. The ﬁrst group consisted of Frederic Ozanam, lawyer, author and
professor at the Sorbonne; Joseph Emmanuel Bailly, editor of the Tribune Catholique;
Francois Lailier; Augustus Le Tallandier; Paul Lamache; Felix Clave; and J. Devaux.
They adopted the name “The Society of St Vincent de Paul”, in honour of St Vincent
de Paul, a priest of the early 1600s, who had devoted his life to founding charitable
organisations to meet the needs of the poor and less fortunate.
By the end of the ﬁrst year the conference in Paris grew so quickly that it was
decided to divide up the founding conference into several sections, and soon a
“Council of Management” was established. This council later assumed the title of
“Council General”. The division occurred after weeks of animated discussion and (it
is reported) sometimes rather heated argument.
The Rule (general principles to guide the operating of the Society) was drawn up and
formulated in 1835. Bailly with Lallier prepared the Articles of the Rule.
The growth of the Society was rapid; spreading throughout France and reaching
Italy in 1842; England in 1844; Belgium, Scotland and the United States in 1845;
Germany, Holland, Greece, Turkey and Mexico in 1846; Canada and Switzerland
in 1847; Austria and Spain in 1850; and Australia in 1854. In 1845, the Holy See
approved of its aims and methods, granting it indulgences.
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After this came a particularly difﬁcult period during the Second Empire, when the
Society was sometimes seen as an association outside the control of authority and
laws were passed to disband the Council General between 1860 and 1870.
This was a “hiccup” in growth that was otherwise spectacular, with the Society
celebrating its 50th, 100th and 150th anniversaries amidst expansion and growth.
The Society is now estimated to operate 47,000 conferences in approximately 130
countries, with almost 900,000 members. Thus fulﬁlling Ozanam’s desire: “I want to
wrap up the whole world in a network of charity.”
In 1960 the St Vincent de Paul Society introduced the idea of twinning: whereby
conferences in one nation would adopt others in another nation, with the stronger
partner providing assistance with self-help projects and assistance in times of
disaster.

2.2 The Society in Victoria

On 5 March 1854, the ﬁrst Australian conference was founded at St Francis’ Church,
Melbourne. This was just 21 years after the founding of the ﬁrst conference in Paris.
Melbourne was followed by inaugural conferences in Perth in 1865, Sydney in 1881,
Adelaide in 1886, Brisbane in 1894, Launceston in 1899 and Darwin in 1949.
The St Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria is made up of local groups of volunteers
known as conferences. Most of these conferences conduct home visitation with
individuals and families. Conference members also work in prisons, with migrants
and refugees and extension programs such as Centres of Charity (shops) and Soup
Vans, as well as Kids’ Days and Kids’ Camps run for children from low-income
families.
The Society is governed by a State Council, seven Central Councils and 35 Regional
Councils, all of which are elected by the membership. St Vincent de Paul Aged Care
& Community Services provides speciﬁc services including accommodation, meals,
access to dental treatment and to doctors, training and counselling for the homeless
and marginalised, and supported employment for people with disabilities. These
services have generally all been originally initiated by local conferences.

2.3 Mission and Values

The underlying principles of the organisation established by Ozanam are:
• Faith-based in action
• A sense of community
• Compassionate person-to-person contact with people in need
• An organisation that mobilises volunteers
• An organisation that promotes both charity and justice
The mission of the St Vincent de Paul Society in Australia is stated as endeavouring
“to deepen the Catholic faith of its members–to go out into our nation to heighten the
awareness of Jesus Christ. We do this by sharing ourselves–who we are and what we
have–with the poor on a person-to-person basis. We seek to co-operate in shaping a
more just and compassionate Australian community, and to share our resources with
our twinned countries. St Vincent de Paul aims to work with the poor respecting their
dignity, sharing hope, and encouraging them to take control of their destiny.”
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2.4 Contemporary Trends in Assistance in Victoria

The St Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria has observed a dramatic increase in
requests for assistance with utilities and signiﬁcant increases in requests for help with
transport, accommodation and medical expenses.
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3 The Stories
3.1 Immaculate Conception, Bairnsdale
“It’s more than just giving money.” 1

Founded on 28 August 1996, by members of the Parish who were concerned that
there was no Catholic welfare society in the town, the 24 members and ﬁve auxiliary
members now support local people in need, a signiﬁcant indigenous population and
many travellers who pass through. Calls logged on their message bank are followed
up within six hours. They visit 30 families a month in the district, dealing with
needs such as providing ﬁrewood, food and clothing. One member stated that the
community “don’t really know what’s going” as the work is “out of the public eye”.
Members said that “people are appreciative; even giving us hugs and kisses”. One
recipient described the volunteer delivering ﬁrewood to her door as “an angel”.
After providing food or other assistance, the conference revisits the recipient to
see what the impact of their help has been. Bairnsdale members see this as a key
component in providing a “help up not a help out.” With some people in need, the
conference attempts to sensitively assist them in setting achievable goals.
In 2004 they helped provide 500 toys for Christmas to the community, along with
hampers using goods supplied by local farmers and retailers.
The conference supports an orphanage in East Timor, providing clothing and food for
60 children.
Sixteen members completed a hospital visitation privacy course to better understand
the issues in relation to patient privacy and two of the members are undertaking a
pastoral ofﬁcer’s course for hospital visitation.
Three years ago, the conference joined BASIC (Bairnsdale Area Social Issues
Committee). This allows conference members to refer issues to the other 30 agencies
who may have specialist expertise with a particular problem, widening the ability of
the conference to help people in need or crisis.

1
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3.2 Bendigo Regional Council

(Cathedral, Holy Rosary, St Kilian’s and St Mary’s Conferences)
“Helping people to keep their dignity.” 2
This cathedral city is situated approximately 160 kilometres north of Melbourne, and
was a gold mining town that attracted many immigrants in the last century.
The Bendigo Regional Council has a signiﬁcant range of works including a large
assistance centre in Hopetoun Street, Bendigo, Centres of Charity in the city and
surrounds, and an aged-care facility (being handed over) plus a warehouse in
Eaglehawk.
The volunteers have successfully built up what they see to be a thriving operation
focussed on meeting the needs of the community. They have been able to mobilise
and marshal signiﬁcant resources from the community to tackle signiﬁcant crises
faced by local people; for example, families affected by ﬁre, unexpected illness or
bereavement.
There is an extensive home visitation program by all of the conferences in the region.
In addition, people in need are assisted in the Hopetoun Street Centre and in the
Centres of Charity. They have extensive bread runs and provide signiﬁcant amounts
of food to people in need in the community.
The conferences have had signiﬁcant success with tackling energy retailers about
issues of hardship and are pleased that a number of people in the community are
better off as a result of their interventions.

2

Statement made by conference member

11

40 CONFERENCES: 40 STORIES A SNAPSHOT OF THE ST VINCENT DE PAUL SOCIETY IN VICTORIA

3.3 St Margaret Mary’s, Brunswick North
No Way Forward

After struggling with membership for some time, the conference is down to one
member. Supported in home visits by two non-members, this member provides
support to a rapidly changing part of Melbourne. The conference is close to ceasing
function, feeling overwhelmed and isolated.
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3.4 Our Lady of Victories, Camberwell
“Offering kindness and helping.” 3

Members of the Society note that many in the community are surprised at the need
for a conference in Camberwell, unaware that some in the seemingly prosperous
area struggle daily. Situated within the boundaries of the conference are many
boarding houses and some Ministry of Housing ﬂats. Many of these residents are on
a disability pension and conference members believe they are struggling with mental
health issues, in some cases compounded by drug- and alcohol-abuse issues.
They often encounter people who report being depressed and unhappy. There
is a transient population who move from place to place, adding to their sense of
dislocation, isolation and deprivation.
People in need “self-refer” or are referred by the Parish Priest, Camcare (a local
counselling and support agency) and the Salvation Army to the Society via a 1300
number which is answered at the Box Hill Central Ofﬁce. The conference visits
approximately 200 individuals or families per annum. Every member takes a turn at
visiting, spending an average of 25 minutes at the client’s home.
Recipients of assistance are supplied with supermarket vouchers, clothes and
furniture or rugs. The conference reports that those they assist are “very grateful”.
The conference struggles with identifying appropriate people or organisations to
which they can refer people.
The conference is very committed to the traditions of St Vincent de Paul and the
distinguished path left by him and their founder Frederic Ozanam.

3
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3.5 Chelsea

“How do you measure love?” 4
Formed in 1932 and aggregated in 1937, the conference boasts one member who
has been a Vincentian for 40 years, 14 of those years with Chelsea Conference. One
member described the conference as “a joyful and supportive crowd”.
The conference makes between 90 and 100 visits a month, with two members
rostered on every day from Monday to Saturday as visitors. Some visits are
conducted during the day and others in the evenings. Food and cleaning products
are provided to clients together with Telstra vouchers and food vouchers. The Society
also pays for excursions and school camps for families, noting some who are so
ﬁnancially stretched that they have nothing in reserve for their children, who then
miss out on these opportunities.
The members also noted that there has been a clear change in the types of people
they are assisting. The numbers of unemployed on Newstart allowances has fallen
signiﬁcantly. In the recent past, there have been signiﬁcant numbers of middle
managers seeking assistance in the midst of retrenchment and unemployment.
Now the predominant group of clientele seems to be people on a disability pension
and single mothers on supporting parents’ allowance. Many, if not most, of the
clients seen by the Society have no extended family support. Some people see the
conference members as their only friends. At these times, the visits can be “helping
us as much as it helps them”.
Many they encounter are living in the 30 rooming-houses in the area, as well as
caravan parks and modules. Most of the accommodation options were described by
the conference as expensive and aesthetically unpleasant. “They never see ﬂowers,”
said one member.
The conference’s ideal for the people it visits is to “lift ‘em out of it” but despite
“signiﬁcant efforts”, like many other conferences, they are not always sure how to
effectively achieve this result.

4
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3.6 St Agatha’s, Cranbourne

“If no one else cares, we’ve got to.” 5
Originally started begun as a small conference in a rural area in 1964, this conference
has seen the area (and its work) “explode” with rapid population growth. The
conference now visits 28 to 33 people every week. One member commented that
“people here have no idea” of the poverty in their midst, with “many people... living
from one payday to the next”. Some are two-parent families with mortgages who
suddenly ﬁnd themselves without work or hit by family illness. Others are single
parents (of either sex). Members note that most of their clients are not close to their
families and the Society “stands in lieu of a parent”.
The conference assists with the provision of food, bread, food vouchers and holidays
for families. It is also involved in advocacy and political lobbying on behalf of its
clients.
Believing that “the only way out of poverty is education”, the Society runs programs
to assist families to turn things around; for example, the conference helps individuals
and families with budgeting skills using a resource developed in New South Wales.
A budgeting team works every Thursday with clients and does the intensive work of
negotiating with utility companies.
They operate a back-to-school program providing new (not second-hand) uniforms
and textbooks. They note that the local high school will not allow students to attend
if they don’t have uniforms, equipment or textbooks. The conference believes this
policy to be “discriminatory” and “heartless”.
The conference combines with The Salvation Army to provide hampers and toys
at Christmas, distributing 1,000 toys in a day (ﬁve families pass through every 10
minutes).
They run a special food-collection campaign called “Tinny for Vinny” which brings in
tens of thousands of dollars worth of food to be distributed to their clients.
The conference encourages people to take on different roles and thus not all
do visits. For example, one member focuses only on the rafﬂes and fundraising.
This maintains the attractiveness of the Society with so many other activities and
opportunities in the Parish.

5

Statement made by conference member

15

40 CONFERENCES: 40 STORIES A SNAPSHOT OF THE ST VINCENT DE PAUL SOCIETY IN VICTORIA

3.7 Holy Family, Dallas
“Giving back.” 6

The Holy Family Conference was formed in 1965. It provides food parcels, clothing,
furniture and food vouchers to almost 2000 people a year. They receive calls through
the Glenroy Centre. Before visiting, the conference ensures that the homes they
are intending to go to are safe. Families with children receive priority. One volunteer
described going to homes where the children are waiting at the windows calling out,
“the food is here”.
The conference is seeing families who have three generations of poverty, “with
no hope of getting out of where they are – no esteem, no resources”. conference
members assist clients by paying bills and helping set budgets but would like to see
more done to help move families to a new paradigm of thinking about money. This
would involve intensive budgeting assistance. They believe that the next generation
needs education, so they pay for school fees and school books. Members of a Young
Vinnies group take children on outings and camps.
The conference is well supported by the Parish. A craft group makes and sells gifts,
raising funds for the conference to buy Christmas toys. For Christmas 2004, the
conference distributed almost a quarter of a tonne of toys to families, together with
Christmas hampers.
For the 150th anniversary of the Society in Australia, the conference arranged a
poster competition with children in the schools in Broadmeadows, asking them to
illustrate their image of St Vincent de Paul. The posters were displayed at a special
anniversary mass, attended by 138 people, to celebrate the work of the Society. This
gave a visible message about the work of the Society in the area.

6
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3.8 Drysdale

“The Society is prayer in action.” 7
The conference’s work covers four coastal Parish areas near Geelong. Members
noted that there has been a major change in the area in the last decade, with
property prices increasing rapidly. Many people have been priced out of the area
and moved on to other places when they were unable to ﬁnd affordable rents. This
has resulted in a steady fall in the number of calls for assistance over the period. The
number of calls has now steadied at around four per week.
The largest group of people the conference assists is predominantly single-parent
families with between two and six children. A signiﬁcant number of single men also
approach them for help. Many of these men are divorced or separated. Some of
these men are a transient population, moving into the area for a period of time and
then moving on. Members noted that these men are often very lonely and isolated
and earmark some of them for regular visits.
With a higher population of retirees, there are a number of isolated older people too,
some of whom are estranged from family, and who struggle to get access to food
and heating. Members noted that a few of their clients can appear afﬂuent but are
struggling.
The conference collects food through the Winter and Christmas Appeals from its four
churches and noted that the local Catholic school contributes generously with food.
It distributes food parcels in which a leaﬂet about food safety and the conference’s
work is inserted.
The conference has a good relationship with its twin – Our Lady of Fatima, Pakistan
– where it assists young people with education expenses.
The members commented on how “the power of the Society personally impacts
them” with one member noting that he wished he’d known more about the fullness of
the Society’s work when he was younger. All members noted that they appreciated
the opportunity to be involved.

7
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3.9 Echuca

“Charity and justice go together.” 8
The conference provides “friendly support” with food, clothing, petrol vouchers and
referral advice for individuals and families in Echuca but also as far away as Cohuna
(approximately 67 kilometres away), Elmore (46 km), Pyramid Hill (75 km), and
Lockington (40 km). They are aided in this by good contacts throughout the area,
which store and distribute food parcels.
The drought is a major issue for this conference. Many farmers have never needed
assistance before and are often very embarrassed to ask for or receive emergency
help. Members noted that many farmers are facing major mental-health issues. The
conference is distributing Drought Packs provided by the State government through
Victorian Relief to communities in the smaller towns around Echuca.
The conference also helps local Kooris and an itinerant population, including people
who live in camps by the river.
People call into the centre or leave a message on the answering machine. They are
then seen in the centre or visited at their home, depending on their location and
needs. Conference members also visit nursing homes in the town.
The conference is enjoying good community support with individuals and groups
providing signiﬁcant donations to their appeals. One school provided a “truckload of
groceries” for the Winter Appeal.
The volunteers enjoy some socialising together including special breakfasts, lunches
and mass through the year. Noting that all of its 16 current members and eight
auxiliary members “were tapped on the shoulder”, they believe that the optimum way
to recruit new members is through personal invitation.

8

18

Statement made by conference member

CHAPTER 3 THE STORIES

3.10 St Francis Xavier, Frankston
Making local connections

This Frankston conference’s 16 members assist 30 to 35 people per week. Many
of their clients live in a network of rooming houses, caravans and sub-standard
accommodation. Alcohol, drug and mental-health issues impact on many of the
individuals they assist. They assist with a listening ear (often making a follow up visit
for “people who want to talk”).
During visits, the conference members provide food, vouchers, referrals and
information. One member said, “people need as much information as possible”.
The conference has developed a list of aims for 2005 which they are working towards
achieving. These cover the areas of publicity, recruitment, fundraising, induction,
and connections with the local centre. One of the conference aims is to have all new
members inducted by their spiritual advisor.
The conference works with other groups in the Parish to prevent date clashes for
events.
Another of their aims is to “establish close liaison with volunteers at the Frankston
Centre of Charity”. Many conference volunteers assist at the Centre and aim to
establish a rapport between the two groups of volunteers and ensure they are all
remembered at Christmas time and other celebrations.
The conferences commitment to be involved with the Frankston Emergency Relief
Providers Network is “considered essential”. This relationship allows them to stay
ahead of service changes, to share resources and refer accurately and have an active
role in the Frankston local disaster plan.
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3.11 Glen Iris

“Think outside the square.” 9
Glen Iris Conference recently celebrated its 75th anniversary.
The conference is part of a group which visits the Prahran and St Kilda areas every
Wednesday. Two team members travel to the area each week, making an average
of 16 visits per week, mostly to rooming houses and ﬂats. They generally visit single
men, people on disability pensions and single mothers. The conference notes that
there are many isolated people in the area whose only contact is through this St
Vincent de Paul Society visit.
In their local area, the conference visits people who live in the Ministry of Housing
ﬂats that are spotted through the area and others in private rental. They take an
“intensive support” approach seeking to provide support, which is part of a plan of
long term care to get people into a better situation. They value as core this work at
referring people to appropriate professional help in the community and believe it is
very important that “conferences know what’s in the community – see what’s out
there and connect people”.
The conference has structured its meetings to take advantage of current technology,
meeting monthly and communicating by telephone and email between meetings.
Volunteer tasks are allocated as manageable ﬁxed-term roles: “give people a job and
they’ll do it”.

9
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3.12 St Mary’s, Greensborough

“Charitable work without charity.” 10
The conference stated that they are constantly wrestling with the question of how
to change the lives of those under the poverty line. Members noted that “many in
this community struggle with low self-esteem and loneliness. Some are estranged
from their extended family and lack adult contact. Single mothers are isolated in the
community, and linking these people with each other is identiﬁed as an important
work for the conference.”
The conference believes that, as St Vincent de Paul Society is a spiritual organisation,
spirituality is very important. The members noted that they are “getting better at
spending time with people” and asking questions about what they can do to “really
make things better” for those whom they assist. They stated that relating to and
seeking to build relationships with clients helps them to “see where the current
problems are and help them without preaching”. The conference is developing a
visitation manual for new members to help them with this.
The conference has noted that ﬁnancial education is lacking for many of their clients.
They look for ways to get closer to families and to work with them on budget plans.
They use a budget-planning template with families with some good success. The
conference are always seeking ways to assist families with ﬁnancial management and
shopping skills.
A key innovation is their School Fund (which receives regional council support).
Having observed that families may have enough money for food and rent but battle
to ﬁnd the funds for school shoes, school camps and extras such as formal clothing,
the conference sought a way forward. Families who are “trying the best in the
circumstances they are in” are identiﬁed by conference members. They are provided
with a grant of $250 per student to help them manage school expenses. This strong
commitment to education is seen as fundamental for the future work of the Society in
Greensborough.

10

Statement made by conference member
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3.13 St Agnes’, Highett

“Bringing spirituality of the Society to the community.” 11
This conference meets in the homes of its members. They see themselves as a
“strong supportive conference” who are “very busy”. In their visitation program, they
see single-parents (both mothers and fathers) and a large number of single adults
(predominantly men), assisting them with food vouchers, Telstra vouchers, clothing,
legal fees and medical expenses.
The conference receives funds from the Parish Mass for the Poor, Holy Thursday
collection and the Poor Box. It enlists the schools in support and has a giving tree
every Christmas for Parish and school donations of toys and goods.
The conference was left a house by a member of the community who had been
touched by the work of others in the community. The Society uses the house to
shelter those in need. They have supported refugees, people who are homeless and
those ﬂeeing abusive relationships.
Concerned by second and third generations of poverty, the conference is very
committed to education, assisting families with education expenses at the start of the
school year. In dealings with families, they encourage education as a way forward.
Members of the conference assist in the Hampton Centre with clothes sorting and
behind the counter.
The conference has a social event at least annually. They are very supportive of the
St Vincent de Paul Society’s training and very appreciative of what is provided.
The conference’s wish is that it might be described in the tradition of the ﬁrst
disciples: “see how they love one another”.

11
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3.14 St Michael’s & St John’s, Horsham
“Very committed to the district.” 12

The year 2004 was not only the 150th anniversary of the Society, but the 50th
anniversary of the Horsham conference. They held a special mass and a luncheon to
celebrate, to which ex-members were invited. It was a very successful and special
occasion.
The conference has a bread run ﬁve nights a week. A local baker supplies the bread
and the members take it in turns to be on delivery duty all for a full week. All up, 100
local families receive bread.
They interview clients ﬁve days a week, with two members meeting those in
need. After the ﬁrst contact, clients are followed up by a visit to their homes. They
encounter high levels of domestic violence in their work, as well as seeing disabled
and unemployed people and many travellers. Being on the main road between
Melbourne and Adelaide, the Society encounters many “stranded” in Horsham. There
is also a signiﬁcant local Koori population.
They have enjoyed good support from schools with a Junior St Vincent de Paul
Society group at the local high school. Members are concerned that Occupational
Health and Safety (OHS) law changes have impacted negatively on the range of
activities that students can be involved in.
The Christmas hamper program is a “highlight of the year”. In cooperation with the
local Food Bank, 300 families from the district are provided with a special gift of
Christmas food supplies.
There have been meetings between agencies in the town to share resources between
services. These have been successful but conference members are concerned
that more needs to occur. Members are able to more actively refer clients to other
agencies for ﬁnancial counselling. On many occasions, the Society has provided food
and clothing and the Wimmera Uniting Care has found accommodation for people in
distress.

12

Statement made by conference member
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3.15 Inner City Young Vinnies

After a period of recess, the conference is considering ways of regrouping. During the
recess the conference have not had formal meetings or activities.

24

CHAPTER 3 THE STORIES

3.16 Holy Rosary, Kensington

“Seeking to be a contemporary conference.” 13
This conference has a small but very diverse membership involving people of varying
ages and cultures. Spirituality and spiritual issues are an important factor in their
conference life. In 2005, the spiritual director for the conference retired after 65 years
of Society membership. His leadership and spiritual passion were an example and a
support for the conference membership.
The conference handles calls from Kensington and parts of North Melbourne. They
also used to assist the neighbouring conference in Flemington but the call numbers
reached a point where the conference were unable to manage both areas. They also
provide support to Ozanam House. They see a very diverse range of people in need,
with a high number of single people compared with many other conferences.
They have an innovative system for managing calls with all the calls emailed to all
the members who have email access. Each visiting team has a member who has
transport and a member who has this email access. This sharing of knowledge allows
members to be able to track who is receiving assistance.
The conference has a bread run on which they collect good quality bread from a
bakery and provide it to individuals as well as to a Community Health Centre which in
turn passes the bread on to its clients.
The conference, in addition to their spiritual development and active service, has a
social focus, taking time to celebrate and meet together for social activities. They
have a concern to actively support each other and hold each other in high regard.

13

Statement made by conference member
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3.17 Sacred Heart, Kew

“An extension of God’s work in the world.” 14
The members of the Sacred Heart Conference view themselves as “a small group
holding the ﬂag”. Within the membership is contained over two centuries of
Vincentian experience. In addition, the impact of their work is felt across the Society
with many conference members involved in wider St Vincent de Paul Society
activities. These include visiting South Melbourne and Richmond, working at Ozanam
House and assisting on one of the St Vincent de Paul Society’s soup vans.
Twenty-ﬁve years ago, the conference bought two ﬂats in Kew. These are now used
to house Sudanese refugees. One person is assigned speciﬁcally to look after the
ﬂats and support the residents.
The conference has seen a shift in those seeking support and assistance. There has
been a reduction in the number of families contacting the Society, with most of those
they now assist likely to be individuals. There are several boarding houses in the area,
which attract a transient population. The conference suggests that about half of the
people they see are in this group.
They enlist the help of the local school in the Christmas program, with the students
bringing toys which are distributed with food locally and through Good Shepherd to
other areas.
The addition of Rosalie Rendu to the regular prayers of the Society was welcomed by
the conference who hold a special respect for this woman’s pioneering example and
commitment.

14
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3.18 Kyabram
In 2005 this conference celebrated 70 years since its establishment in 1935. Forty
years ago they established a rag-cutting service which grew into the Centre of
Charity. Since then the shop has dramatically expanded.
Most interviews are conducted in a room at the shop. The people they assist often
live large distances out of town, and the reality is that most clients are travelling into
Kyabram for other services so an appointment at the St Vincent de Paul Society’s
Centre of Charity works effectively.
The signiﬁcant needs are for food, electricity, gas payments and furniture. Many
outsiders come for fruit-picking, needing food and furniture in the summer. As a
result the conference is much busier in the summer months than the winter ones.
The conference made a decision to provide vouchers and not food parcels as a result
of decline in available volunteer time and changes in the food handling laws.
One of the conference’s assets is its excellent working relationship with the local
Salvation Army corps and its staff. A message bank operates, allowing people
requiring help to ring and leave a message. The messages are responded to by the
Society on the Tuesday and Friday and the Salvation Army on the Wednesday and
Thursday. People in need on a Monday can obtain emergency food parcels from the
St Vincent de Paul Society’s Centre of Charity. In a severe emergency, members can
be contacted by the Salvation Army or the Centre. For example, the Society is often
the ﬁrst organisation in the district to be called to house ﬁres.
This co-operation allows the two organisations to monitor clients and their issues
more closely and is seen as a strength by the conference and the community.
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3.19 St Thomas Moore, Mount Eliza
“Very active conference.” 15

The area for St Thomas Moore Conference covers Mount Eliza, through to Seaford
with a swathe through part of Frankston. This large area “keeps us very busy”.16 They
would visit between 100 and 150 homes per month with three per cent of the visits
being in the Mount Eliza area and the remaining 97 per cent in the Seaford/Frankston
areas. Twenty members and seven auxiliary members undertake the work of the
Society.
To track the large number of people they see, the conference has developed an
index card system which details when individuals and families were seen and how
much assistance was provided. This allows client patterns to be seen and managed.
Everyone has a ﬁxed day that they go and visit and the conference tries to limit the
number of calls each team undertakes to four at a time. Most people will go out every
week.
Calls are faxed through every day from the Frankston Centre for Charity. The callers
are checked against the index cards and then allocated to the appropriate team.
People are visited in homes, boarding houses, Ministry of Housing properties and
caravan parks. Food, utility bills and school expenses are the three largest areas
of need with some call for clothing and food vouchers. The conference notes that
83 per cent of renters in the Frankston area are on a beneﬁt. Ministry of Housing
properties make up just four per cent of the total housing stock in the area. The
conference has also identiﬁed that Frankston/Seaford has one of the lowest number
of bulk-billing doctors in Melbourne.
Each member is given a laminated card detailing all of the other community services
in the area that the St Vincent de Paul Society members can refer people to.
The conference holds two regular fortnightly meetings; one in the morning and one
in the evening. They hold other events to allow the members of both groups to meet
together. This arrangement allows them to cater for both retirees and those working
during the day.
The conference made a banner which is displayed at mass on Sunday. This banner
lifts the proﬁle of the Society, which enjoys good Parish and school support.

15
16
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3.20 Holy Family, Mount Waverley

“The Gospel is alive... [with]. .a sense of humour.” 17
A focus on gathering together “a team of good people with good skills” has resulted
in growth and expansion in recent years. The conference does not advertise
for members, instead seeking out people with particular skills and an interest in
membership. The result is a “positive bunch” who enjoy social times together,
spiritual development and “get[ting] the work done... quickly”.
There are now approximately 20 members and many auxiliary members actively
contributing their gifts to the work of the conference. One member described the
process as harnessing “different people [with] different talents”.
The conference visits people, providing them with food vouchers, medical and
transport needs. Families receive bread through a bread run, with goods supplied
by local bakeries. People needing budgeting assistance or intensive support are
referred to other organisations as the conference believes they are aware of individual
limitations and members “don’t do what they can’t”.
A speciﬁc interest of the conference is in Tandana Place, an adolescent drug
rehabilitation program located within the conference boundaries. Members from
the Society have built sheds and been involved with the program’s participants in
“challenging life skill experiences”. The conference has also managed Loreto House
emergency accommodation on behalf of the Regional Council since 1987.
They have worked hard at fostering a good relationship with both Catholic and State
schools, enlisting students in food drives which “involves kids in social justice”. As
one member stated: “contact with young people keeps you young”.
Every donor to the conference is acknowledged with a letter within a week and in
fact 80 per cent of donors receive a hand-delivered letter within 24 hours. The result?
Higher levels of food and cash donations: “our donors are great givers”.

17

Comment by Parish Priest, Holy Child Mount Waverley
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3.21 St Mary’s, Maffra

“Christ teaches by his hands and feet.” 18
At dawn on the ﬁrst Saturday of each month, antique dealers, canny bargain hunters,
disadvantaged families and other community members all start queuing for the nine
o’ clock opening of the Maffra Sale. Conference members collect clothes, books,
furniture and bric-a-brac from the district and store them in the ﬁve sheds known as
the Jack Kelly Sheds. (Mr Kelly was a local identity who left the land to the Society in
his will). At the Sale, items are sold at bargain prices in a carnival atmosphere, to the
hundreds who arrive expectantly, raising thousands of dollars for the region.
Society members gather each Wednesday for the conference meeting. In addition
to discussing Society business, the members sort and move stock, taking the
opportunity to socialise.
The St Vincent de Paul Society started informally in Maffra in the 1940s with a
group of parishioners getting together after 9am mass at the back of the Church. As
younger members were not recruited, the group went into hiatus until 1964 until it
was reformed. There are no written records until the 1970s. The Society now assists
those in need by providing food vouchers, Telstra vouchers, negotiations with utility
companies, and school books. They help clients get to medical appointments in Sale.
Conference members are rostered to help with Meals on Wheels and they make visits
to nursing home residents.
The Society is part of a community-wide effort at Christmas. Bikers hold a toy run
that provides toys. A local oil company donates hampers. The Society identiﬁes
families in crisis and the local Lions Club do the delivery.
While delegation is seen as vital, the conference, like many others, is a little
concerned about how it will obtain leadership in the future. In the meantime, it is
happy with its fundraising role, contributing cash, goods and furniture to the wider St
Vincent de Paul Society family.

18
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3.22 St Dominic’s, Melton

“Doing what you can.” 19
Melton is an outer suburban area with minimal public transport and under-resourced
educational infrastructure. It has a large population of dual-income families with
signiﬁcant mortgages. The St Vincent de Paul Society commenced work in 1972
with six members. Dinner dances were organised by the Society to raise funds for its
work.
The conference provides close to 1,000 occasions of assistance to people every
year. They see people who fall behind with mortgage and rent payments; those hit by
unexpectedly high bills; those who need help with school fees, books and uniforms;
and some who have “bad budgets to start with”. The conference notes that half of
their clients are single-parent families.
They get calls from a large number of people who have been “breached” by
Centrelink. Anecdotally, members have been told by clients that Centrelink give
instructions to clients who have been breached to go straight to the St Vincent de
Paul Society.
In the past, the conference helped those burnt out in the bushﬁres with food, clothing
and accommodation vouchers.
The conference receives funds from a piety stall and a small Christmas Appeal held
in the Parish. Food is obtained from the combined churches food bank and the local
school. Furniture comes from the Sunbury Centre of Charity.
The members have tried to do assessments with the “regulars who got a voucher
each month”. They refer to ﬁnancial counsellors.
The conference worries that despite its busy-ness and work, many “who really need
help aren’t getting enough” They would like to “ﬁnd a way of helping... without just
giving cash”.

19

Statement made by conference member

31

40 CONFERENCES: 40 STORIES A SNAPSHOT OF THE ST VINCENT DE PAUL SOCIETY IN VICTORIA

3.23 St Kieran’s, Moe

“A gift from God for you from St Kieran’s.” 20
Moe is a town that has “desperate need”; with little employment and a recent major
decline in morale. The conference notes drug use is high and believes there is a
signiﬁcant ex-prisoner population.
In addition to the conference, there is a Centre for Charity and a Soup Van (both
originally started by the conference). All aspects of the Society enjoy very good
Parish support and active interest and support by the Parish priest. There are regular
positive messages about the St Vincent de Paul Society from the pulpit. The church
provides its leaving collection to the Society.
The conference deals with about 20 calls a week. One of the concerns of members
is how to best prevent members from “burning out”. They use an index card system
to keep track of clients and assistance provided. The conference has established
a number of store accounts in the town including supermarkets, service station,
butcher, school supplies shop and chemist. Clients are supplied with a voucher they
can use at the appropriate shop.
Clients are expected to do a budget. For some clients, no more assistance will be
provided until this money plan is completed. Developing the budget with the client is
a two-hour process. The conference then follows up the client with phone calls to see
how they are progressing on their budget. They provide a book and other resources
for the budgeting process.
They are committed to supporting families with education expenses, including fares.
The conference has a lot of experience negotiating with utility companies on behalf of
clients and assisting them to join easy-pay plans.
The question of how to help people break out of the cycle of poverty is seen by
members as a key social justice issue for the Society.

20
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3.24 Mornington

“Pioneering Spirit.” 21
The conference has been in existence for “at least 50 years”. It is very proud of its
“pioneering spirit”, demonstrated through:
• establishing the forerunner to Ozanam Enterprises;
• going guarantor for the Centre for Charity when it moved to its current location;
• supporting the work of neighbouring conferences;
• providing leadership to the wider Society in Victoria.
In its work, the members “try not to be judgmental and are as open and honest as
possible. If we can’t help, we can’t – [we] can’t be all things to all men.” Their main
goal is “to try to help people out of what you can and try to look to see if you can
attack what’s causing the problem”.
Calls are taken at the shop and distributed to members for home visits. The
conference attempts to prioritise needs. They note some “people are so lonely” and
simply “need time to talk”.
In the past, they have had a caravan at Mount Martha has been used to assist
people who needed accommodation. They now put people up in a motel if they need
accommodation.
They participate in the Combined Churches Christmas Hamper Program, providing
more than 300 hampers to the community. The conference believes that there is “a
need for more combined efforts” by the Society with other organisations to reduce
duplication of services and share resources.
The conference notes that “there are a lot of groups in the church now.... People are
spread across a lot of activities in the church which makes recruiting more difﬁcult”.
As a result, the conference looks out for members – ﬁnding that the “personal
approach works more strongly than advertisements”.

21

Statement made by conference member
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3.25 Ocean Grove/Queenscliff

“Relieve suffering... to the extent that we can.” 22
A unique feature of this conference is that the membership currently consists almost
entirely of retirees. They note the advantage of being retired is that the conference
has “the time and resources to help immediately” a person in crisis. Calls come from
the Centres of Charity in Ocean Grove, Queenscliff and Geelong as well as from the
local Parish priest. Those in need are usually visited that day. Most of their clients call
seeking food, and help with phone, electricity and gas bills. The members see people
at their lowest ebb and note that “people who are desperate often aren’t thinking
clearly about bills”.
The members visit people and generally follow up those they assist one, two or more
times to see how they are tracking with their difﬁculties.
The conference meets after Thursday mass, allowing them to incorporate the
message of the mass into the practical work of the conference. This connection is
seen as important by the members. They enjoy good support from the Parishes and
from the schools who have been very generous with support, “providing a stack of
food and clothing”.
The conference maintains a house at Port Lonsdale on behalf of the Society. Other
conferences across the State can refer people in need to the house for holidays.
Many of these people, however, arrive without food or money for their holiday so the
conference assists them with those things as well.
The conference has been familiarising themselves with the short courses offered
through Gordon Institute of TAFE and other providers, to identify educational
options for those whom they assist. They are seeking to encourage people to
gain employment skills through these courses as a means of escaping their
circumstances.
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3.26 Orbost

“A unique conference.” 23
The conference notes that they are very isolated from other conferences due to
their remoteness. The town has struggled economically for many years and has little
employment prospects available.
Orbost Conference receives referrals from the District Hospital and the Department of
Human Services. The conference notes that the hospital relies on them, as they are
often short of funds for patient welfare assistance.
There is no set time or day for assistance. While the Society does some home visits,
people seeking assistance generally visit the home of two of the conference stalwarts
and receive help with food vouchers (which can be used in the two supermarkets
in town), travel costs and food parcels. The food parcels including staples such as
cereal, pasta, tinned foods and instant soups.
The conference also provides blankets and clothes. Those seeking furniture are
referred to the Combined Churches Opportunity Shop in the town. Emergency
accommodation has proved more problematic, with the caravan park refusing to
take in people. The local hotel is sometimes used and the Hospital has found some
accommodation for people in the past.
The conference maintains a card system to keep a record of those whom they assist.
The members are concerned with how to maintain the Society in a small community
with few young people.

23
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3.27 St Carthage’s, Parkville

“Equality of opportunity in education.” 24
Just more than 10 conference members meet fortnightly and undertake visits two
days a week, primarily in the high-rise ﬂats of Carlton and surrounding area. They
make approximately 300 home visits per year, providing people in need with food
parcels, clothing, basic furniture, assistance with household bills, Metropolitan
Transport tickets, zoo passes and companionship.
On Fridays, conference members are involved in teaching basic English to young
people.
Concerned by the number of children being kept home from school because they
did not have school shoes, uniforms or lunch, the conference launched a Student
Support Program. It has three main objectives:
1. To assist families experiencing hardship with education costs;
2. To enable children to participate without embarrassment in the school community;
and
3. To encourage parents from ﬁnancially disadvantaged families to keep their children
at school.
The annual grant is between $250 and $500 per student paid to parents for
nominated items including books, school equipment, uniforms, school shoes and
excursions (but not school fees). The family provides receipts for the nominated
items. Principals from schools in the Carlton, Collingwood, Fitzroy and Parkville areas
nominate students they believe would beneﬁt from the program. Progress so far has
been very positive.
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3.28 Pakenham

“Never knock anybody back.” 25
Members from Pakenham Conference had been visiting residents from a special
accommodation service in the local area: Villa Maria every Sunday for 40 years. The
service recently closed and the residents were transferred to Dandenong, which has
severed this long-standing link.
The conference handles about 720 calls per annum. The Cranbourne store takes
the phone calls for the Pakenham Conference. Members note that people are
primarily “looking for food and help with household accounts”. While they believe
that “some live beyond their means”, most of those whom they assist are doing all
they can to survive on limited incomes. These families and individuals are often hit
by unexpected factors. The conference members believe that there are a handful of
clients who are “chronic repeaters with chronic problems”. These are individuals and
families who seek assistance several times a year. Pakenham Conference maintains
an index system to keep a track of who they assist and how they are assisted. The
conference buys food from a local supermarket and uses vouchers for another. There
is also a Combined Churches Food Bank in the town which sets a limit for people in
need of six visits per annum.
The conference believes they enjoy “excellent Parish support” with parishioners
donating food and money for the Winter and Christmas Appeals. They note that
demand for food is so high, that the food donated in this year’s Winter Appeal was
exhausted in two weeks. A Rotary Club also provides funds.
At Christmas time, the conference distributes tags with items they need to
parishioners, who donate the items. These goods are used to make hampers for
delivery to the community. Thirty hampers were given out for Christmas 2004. Some
hampers are provided from a bank hamper program.
A St Vincent de Paul Society store was opened in October 2004 in the main street of
Pakenham.

25
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3.29 St Gabriel’s, Reservoir

“People making a difference.” 26
This conference commenced in 1929 and has operated continuously since. It has
three members who have been active for a quarter of a century or more, including
one who is approaching 47 years of continuous service.
The conference assists individuals and families with food vouchers, Telstra vouchers,
furniture and clothing. They have a contact who is able to sell reconditioned washing
machines with warranties to clients. The St Vincent de Paul Society has an account
with the supplier who delivers and installs the machines.
They also make calls to people in the community who are lonely, isolated and in need
of friendship. These people often do not receive ﬁnancial assistance from the Society,
just emotional support.
Callers contact Box Hill Call Centre, which faxes the Parish ofﬁce where conference
members collect the information prior to visits. The conference has a weekly record
of who has been visited to track callers. They try to “space out” regular callers to
a visit every two months to ensure that people are not simply using the Society to
“supplement income”.
The conference used to look after Vinton until about 2001. Vinton consisted of nine
units located in Preston. In these units, the Society housed refugees and migrants
for up to 12 months. The conference helped with clothing, crockery and bedding and
helped them move into and out of the units. They are proud that two of the residents
of Vinton, who were helped by the Society, are now qualiﬁed doctors in private
practice.
At Christmas time, the conference collects toys and food including tea, coffee, and
hams. The conference provides 50 to 60 food hampers, which are all delivered in one
day. In addition, they provide the families with cash collected in the Parish.
This Reservoir conference noted that they helped establish one of the ﬁrst St Vincent
de Paul Society stores in about 1970 at Preston.
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3.30 St James’, Sebastopol

“Appreciating each Individual for themselves.” 27
Situated in the suburbs of Ballarat, the conference predominantly assists singleparent families. Members assist the community with lawn mowing, collection and
transport of rubbish to the tip. The conference has an extensive bread run, collecting
bread from local bakeries and providing it to clients. The conference assists with
funeral expenses and rental bonds. They also sent 45 children to children’s camps.
One program the conference has embarked on is “Widening Horizons” – aimed at
families with children under four years of age. For the children, the program includes
holiday programs activities and tutoring. For their parents, they offer courses in
parenting skills and access to programs conducted by a local employment trainer,
including computer courses and sewing.
For collection of food during the Mass for the Poor, the conference arranged for
business cards to be distributed by the altar boys prior to the food collection days,
listing exactly what sort of food was required. Parishioners then brought the required
food items. This reduced items that were unwanted or unnecessary.
The conference has facilitated the provision of 170 uniforms for students studying
nursing in Rabaul, PNG. After discovering that the nursing uniform was very similar to
a bowler’s outﬁt in Australia, the conference enlisted the help of a local bowling club
to provide the uniforms.
The conference stated that they were very focused on delegation and teamwork.
Members are encouraged to only do what they feel comfortable with and observed
that they felt appreciated for the contribution that they were able to make.
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3.31 South Eastern Young Vinnies
Enthusiasm and commitment

South Eastern Young Vinnies is still a relatively new conference that recently
embarked on the process of aggregation. They have a sizeable membership who
work together with children and also enjoy time socialising together. They are in the
process of linking in with a new spiritual advisor.
They have two major programs they are involved with:
1. Kids’ Day Out is essentially a recreational program for children of families who
have had contact with the St Vincent de Paul Society conferences. The
conferences refer appropriate children (usually around seven to 12 years old) to
the KDO. Teams of Young Vinnies take the children out for the day at no cost to
the parents. There is a very strict ratio of leaders to children and maximum care is
taken to ensure children have a safe and positive experience.
Outings have included Melbourne Aquarium, barbecues, zoo visits, McDonalds
meals and movies. The conference fundraises to pay for the events. They also
negotiate with suppliers to try to maximise the dollars they raise.
2. Involvement in St Vinnies Kids’ Camps is the other key feature of this conference.
Members are involved in organising camps during school holidays for
disadvantaged children between the ages of six and 11 years.
These camps offer children from disadvantaged backgrounds fun, safe activities
including swimming, craft, treasure hunts, face painting and bushwalking.
The members of this conference stated they were having a lot of fun while making a
difference in children’s lives.
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3.32 St Brendan’s, Shepparton

“The mission of St Vincent de Paul is the spirituality of the Society.” 28
Shepparton is viewed by many in Victoria as a “model multicultural community” 29
with a diverse population base. The area has experienced a “massive inﬂux of people
in need”. St Brendan’s Conference notes that while there are “many families who
don’t have enough to live on”, of signiﬁcant concern is that many families do not
appear to have reserves of inner strength and education. This results in “a poverty
of spirit in these families” with “children emotionally deprived and lacking a sense
of [well]being”. Members have noted that they are approached not only by singleparent families but by grandparents who are guardians and carers for their children’s
children.
As a result of these reﬂections, the conference has been considering how the Society
can better serve the community more effectively, concerned that “we are seeing
50 people on a rotational basis and many in the community... we are not reaching
them”.30 The conference believes the Society needs to take action in this area to
develop long-lasting and signiﬁcant solutions. They would like to see active advocacy
by the Society at a State and Federal level in regard to mental health, concerned that
the current system “seems to need work” 31.
The conference has been seeking ways to improve their administration and
responsiveness to clients to ensure that meetings are efﬁcient and as helpful as
possible. They undertake between six and eight visits every day and operate two
bread runs.
A new focus has been a School Uniform Program. The conference contacted
counsellors in key schools and asked them to nominate ﬁve people who needed
assistance. The conference then engaged the families and provided the uniforms so
that children could attend school.
They believe they have become more targeted with their Christmas program. Toys
provided for Christmas are being more carefully considered and the conference is
beginning a move from Christmas to “back-to-school” hampers.
The conference members believe that the writings of Frederic Ozanam need to be
studied carefully and shared by the conferences to maintain the understanding of his
spirituality which birthed the Society.

Statement made by Shepparton Conference member
Statement made by Shepparton Conference member
Statement made by Shepparton Conference member
31
Statement made by Shepparton Conference member
28
29
30
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3.33 St Albans

“God has no hands and feet but ours.” 32
Callers contact the Box Hill Call Centre, which faxes the calls that go to the President
and one other member, who then allocates the calls and keeps a record of the
callers. Members visit between 15 and 20 callers every week. Individuals and families
are helped with food vouchers, food (which is stored in members’ homes) and bread.
The conference tries to limit callers to three visits per year but notes that some need
more regular contact “just to talk”.
The conference receives bread from a local bakery which they bag up and provide
through the school tuck-shop during the evening. The conference provided a bread
bag for those who those who collect bread to ensure hygiene and show their care.
People carry their bread bags back with them on return visits.
The conference is very appreciative of the support of their active Parish. For example
the conference runs a piety stall in the Parish at which people will make donations
towards the work of the Society.
The nine members of St Albans Conference meet fortnightly. Once a month the
meeting is held concurrently with all of the meetings of all the organisations in the
Parish. This event starts with a short mass prior to the meetings.
In the past, St Albans Conference received a gift of funds from a member, which they
utilise as a white goods account, supplying some clients with fridges and washing
machines.
Every year they hold a Christmas party at which the Parish youth organise a
barbecue and games for the children who attend. At this event the conference
provides hampers (purchased in 2004 from Victorian Relief’s Hamper program) and
toys for children up to 12 years of age.

32
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3.34 Stawell

“Seeing Christ in the face of the poor.” 33
The conference is an active member of Stawell Inter-Church Welfare Council. This
association, started in 1995, ensures that “clients have access to a very digniﬁed
system”, not having to go from church to church for help. The council receives
Federal government funding and volunteers from all the member groups staff its
ofﬁces.
Many who approach the Welfare Council are families who “just completely rely on the
system to survive”. Some clients are asset-rich but have no cash resources to draw
on. The members commented that there is a growing trend of grandchildren being
raised by their grandparents.
Distance and transport costs are an issue. There are many individuals who are
struggling but living scattered across the district, many kilometres out of Stawell.
Transport costs to medical appointments and job interviews in Ballarat and Horsham
are signiﬁcant and the Society helps with this need. There is no dental care in the
town and clients are on waiting lists for dental care in Melbourne and Ballarat for
between three months and two years.
In addition to supporting the work of the Welfare Council, the conference focuses on
visiting the sick, elderly and retired to offer support and companionship.
The Parish has an Opportunity Shop which provides funds to the conference. The
Society runs a garage sale with the funds going to its twinning projects.
At Christmas time, Christmas hampers are organised with goods sourced by a canny
volunteer who is a great shopper, able to source goods at excellent prices. The whole
community organises a “toy supermarket” from which disadvantaged families can
source their Christmas gifts.
The 150th anniversary was celebrated with “a very successful Parish function”.
In 2006, the conference will celebrate its 50th anniversary of contributing to the
community.
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3.35 Our Lady, Sunshine

“We’re seeing Jesus face to face.” 34
This is a small but active conference whose main work centres on home visits. This
means visiting disadvantaged individuals and families in their homes, providing
supermarket vouchers and helping with utility, school and medical bills.
The conference acknowledges that they struggle between providing enough
meaningful help whilst avoiding being a “crutch” for those they assist. Members note
that the work with the Society has opened their eyes up to community need and
made them aware of their own personal opportunities.
While some people are “regulars”, staying on the books for months and even years,
others only call on the Society on rare occasions. Almost all, the conference notes,
are genuine.
The conference appreciates the support of the Parish in their work. There is also
a Centre of Charity in Sunshine which has a link to the conference. The Centre
of Charity or St Vinnies shops provide affordable clothing and furniture for the
conference’s clients.
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3.36 St Mary’s, Swan Hill

“Would you say no to Jesus?” 35
The conference started collecting, storing and providing clothing out of a member’s
garage in 1965. This grew into a shop which opened in 1973. The shop has since
moved and expanded into larger premises. Conference members have contributed
signiﬁcantly in the past to build the shop, and continue to do so.
The conference notes that about half of the people who seek help from the Society
live some distance out of town. This makes visiting more difﬁcult, particularly as
many of these out of town need to come in for other purposes. The conference
members interview people seeking assistance in the centre between Monday and
Friday, unless there is an emergency, in which case the conference will undertake a
home visit.
The conference provides bread and food which they buy from a supermarket with
funds from the Mass for the Poor. They also provide vouchers (including vouchers
for travel to Melbourne, vouchers for a local butcher and Telstra). The members also
refer callers to specialist agencies for in-depth assistance. They would like to see
more training in people’s homes in areas of life skills, cooking and, budgeting.
They are twinned with a community in Pakistan, through which they help students to
complete midwifery studies.
The conference has a very active spirituality and the readings and Gospel is the core
of its work. It believes that “there will always be a need for the St Vincent de Paul
Society and there will always be helpers”. They note “how the Society is structured
will change, reﬂecting culture, community need and God’s spirit”.
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3.37 St Michael’s, Traralgon

“We are here to help and help them we will, while we can.” 36
Almost 5,000 cans of food are collected by Rotary organisations in the town, through
a program running since 1993, called “Give a Damn, Give a Can”. The Rotarians visit
homes and businesses to collect the cans and then hand them over to St Michael’s
Conference.
Operating since 1937, this conference is the oldest in the Diocese of Sale. They
note that “there is so much poverty in this town” and people are “poor because
of society’s structures... people live week to week and then [are] hit by disaster”.
Members work to help those whom they assist in ﬁnancial management. For some
“it can work”; for others, they report “some people can’t change; [they are] from third
and fourth generations of poverty and simply can’t handle money”.
The conference sees the Centre of Charity as the “Window of Opportunity” for the
Society with clients and donors being aware of the “very presence of the Society”.
They started the store as a garage sale. It has since expanded many times into the
current operation.
Clients call in to the centre where conference members assist them straight away.
About a quarter of those who approach the Society are visited in their homes.
Assistance includes food, food vouchers, and petrol through a petrol account at a
service station and medicines and bread from a local bakery. The Society is often
called upon for rail and bus fares, referrals for accommodation and to negotiate with
utility companies.
The local Psychiatric Service asks the Society to help patients after they are
discharged from hospital.
Recently the conference has begun to recruit members from other churches to join its
“dedicated band” and do “Christ’s work to help the poor”. They “enjoy comradeship”
(including a social event each Christmas).
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3.38 Thornbury

“God took on the people in a new way and Jesus turned the world
upside down in his time.” 37
Originating in 1927, the conference has changed because of amalgamation between
Parishes and the merger of the male and female conferences.
The conference makes approximately 10 visits a week. It is trying to have “more
quality” in its calls, “aiming for a deeper interaction with clients. We help them
to keep their sanity.” They see people impacted by gambling, intellectual and
physical disability with a very small number of people, affected by drug and alcohol
issues. There has been a “run of refugees coming into ﬂats in the area and needing
furniture”.
Furniture is obtained through the Preston Centre of Charity, although with trucking
resources it can be two to three weeks before clients are able to receive their
requirements.
The conference runs the Parish piety stall “on a needs basis”. It rallies the supportive
Parishes to help with Christmas hampers and Christmas trees in both churches and
as well as conference members speaking about their work. They collect the food,
make up the hampers and deliver them by December 23. The conference also works
well with the two Catholic schools that support them with food donations, including
150kg donated through the poor man’s mass.
With most of its members working, the conference has had to structure its operations
in a way that reﬂects the talents, interests and time pressures on volunteers; for
example, one member does not visit, instead handling all of the calls taken at the
Box Hill Call Centre and referring them to members for visits. Another member makes
all the food parcels from food provided by donations or bought at Safeway. The
conference stopped distributing food parcels for a while but has since recommenced
them. The parcel they make is a standard parcel developed by the conference.
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3.39 St Andrew’s, Werribee

“Being neighbours in a less neighbourly world.” 38
Founded in 1974, the conference seeks to act as “unsung heroes” in an area which
has experienced rapid population growth in the last decade, growing from 10,000
people to 22,000. Concurrently, the conference reports that things seem tougher for
the people they are seeing. Many are battling a combination of difﬁculties, including
drug and alcohol addictions, and reporting feelings of depression. “Some are so
depressed they never open their blinds.” Some “just want to talk”; others are looking
for ways to “straighten their lives out”.
The conference visits people referred to it by the Box Hill Call Centre, and the Parish
priest. People who attend the Werribee shop are referred to the call centre. To
manage their people resources, the conference has limited its visits to four a day.
It also encourages women to visit during the day only. The predominant assistance
is the provision of food. The conference purchases food from local supermarkets.
Members also encourage people to attend the local ﬁnancial counselling service
provided by Anglicare, “to ﬁnd ways and means to get out of the mire”.39
For Christmas the conference obtained hampers through “The Gift” – a State-wide
hamper program – and gave them to families with appropriate toys sourced through
the Parish, community and the local oil reﬁnery.
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3.40 Western Young Vinnies

The world may be a little better because I was important in the life of a child. 40
In 1997, the Regional President gathered young people across the region with the
aim of building enthusiasm for a Young Vinnies Conference. With hard and steady
work the conference was established and then was aggregated. The conference
has recruited young people from Year 11 upwards, including university students and
other individuals. The conference is concerned to maintain momentum, not wanting
to ever have to recess and begin the hard work of re-forming. It recruits through word
of mouth, talks in Parishes and information events.
The members “focus on works, using meetings to bounce off each other”. They run a
regular Kids’ Day Out for children requiring support, activities and friendship. These
young people are identiﬁed by the senior conferences in their visiting programs. A
diverse group of young people attend the Kids’ Day Out events including Sudanese
and Vietnamese children.
An extension of the Kids’ Day Out is a family day barbecue held annually. The
conference is very proud of this event which involves children and their parents. A
Halal barbecue is set up and “super organised” activities and games provided. They
also organise a visit from Santa who arrives with toys!
The conference takes on Saturday visits for another conference and visits people in
nursing homes. They deliver toys at Christmas on behalf of a local Parish.
The members involved range from 19-year-olds to some in their 50s. All are
committed to the present and the future of the Society seeing it as “an opportunity
to express my faith”. They see themselves not as an age-focused group but a
group focused on a separate but key work. They raised concerns that the Young
Vincentians should not be splintered off from the rest of the Society by the senior
conferences. They noted that young people help keep the Society in touch with
“what wider society is doing and saying”. Young Vincentians, they believe, are
essential to the Society now and for the future.

40
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4 Learnings from the Stories
4.1 Strengths
4.1.1

Innovation
“The conversion of knowledge and ideas into a beneﬁt, which may be for
commercial use or for the public good; the beneﬁt may be new or improved
products, processes or services.” 41
“Love is endlessly inventive.” 42
The St Vincent de Paul Society is an organisation that has a signiﬁcant track
record of innovation and development of new and appropriate programs
since its foundation over 150 years ago. This innovative spirit is still being
demonstrated through programs, structure and service delivery.
Programs and Services
Many of the conferences visited were actively reviewing the needs of
their community and identifying programs and service to engage and lift
disadvantaged people out of their current circumstances. One conference
stated that “there is no work of charity that is alien to the Society”.
As a result they had developed programs that were seen as appropriate to
the people in the area and achievable within the resources of the conference.
These programs excited the imagination of the volunteers involved and
attracted external interest and support. Examples include:
• The education scholarship funds of Cranbourne, Greensborough, Highett
and Parkville aimed at helping families with school expenses and focus
in their child’s education. These conferences see this payment as a direct
means of working to pull people out of poverty.
• Shepparton uniform fund and back-to-school hampers.
• Budgeting programs of Moe.
• The “Widening Horizons” program at Sebastopol, aimed at families with
children under four years of age; offering holiday activities, parenting skills
and computer courses
• Bairnsdale, Glen Iris, and Thornbury’s visitation strategies which are aiming
to have more quality in calls, “aiming for a deeper interaction with clients”.
Structure
Some conferences are experimenting with how their conferences are
organised and structured seeking optimal models for contemporary society.
Some examples include:
• Glen Iris and Kensington’s extensive use of email in their communication
between members, speeding up communication and improving time
efﬁciencies.
• Mount Eliza Conference, which holds two meetings: one for workers in
the evening and the other during the day for retired people and those not
available in the evenings.
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• Shepparton are seeking more efﬁcient administrative systems to speed up
some administrative processes.
• Traralgon seeking involvement in its conference from people with a faith
background which is not Catholic.
• Thornbury, Reservoir and Sebastopol, which allow people to consider a
variety of roles appropriate to their interests, skills and passions. While visiting
remains a core component of the Society, there is not always an expectation
that every member will always visit. These conferences allow people to
consider a variety of roles appropriate to their interests, skills and passions.
• Kensington, Mount Waverley and South Eastern Young Vinnies, who ensure
that their calendars include time for the members to celebrate and socialise
together.
Service Delivery
• Mount Eliza members have a laminated card detailing all of the services in the
area.
• Ocean Grove have worked to understand the TAFE system and possible
pathways that people can enter in to obtain skills, conﬁdence and training.
• Some conferences (such as Mount Eliza, Reservoir) are utilising record
systems that allow them to identify and track trends in the families and
individuals they visit with the aim of seeing how they can effectively target
help.
• Active involvement by conferences such as Bairnsdale, Frankston, Stawell in
the wider emergency relief networks in their area, district or town allows these
volunteers to tap into the wider network of services. Rather than attempting
to be “all things to all people” the conference is able to focus its resources
on its areas of strength and link people in need to a raft of services provided
by other organisation. This means that while the Society maintains a key
presence, the conference is able to offer more services.
• Members attending training together in areas that will assist them to not only
improve their own skills but be seen by the community as working to improve
practice; for example, Bairnsdale members attending a hospital visitation
privacy course to better understand issues.
4.1.2 Spiritual Development
While Ozanam and his original companions were concerned to bring relief to
the needs of their day, they also felt that a solid spiritual formation was the only
possible foundation for their vocation and mission. “This harmonious balance
between prayer and activity which St Vincent de Paul achieved seems to have
struck the founders of the Society early on as the unchangeable element in
Vincentian commitment.” 43
This balance is apparent in some of the conferences today who demonstrate
that “the marrying of prayer and practice is clearly vital to a vibrant
organisation”. These conferences:
• Were more likely to have a spiritual director or adviser; 44
• Saw the spiritual readings and reﬂections as vital;
• Saw the prayers as living and dynamic and not a rote act with conferences
going beyond the written prayers;
43
44
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• Paid more than lip service to prayer;
• Often described their whole meeting as an act of prayer;
• Saw Scripture as something to be wrestled with and discussed in its
application;
• Linked their spiritual readings and prayers and thoughts directly into their
work and vice versa: one was not divorced from the other and one did not
overpower the other;
• Often had a member or member(s) deepening their original spiritual
initiative, undertaking further religious studies and taking on roles as leaders
in their Parishes and the wider church;
• Saw spiritual growth and service as an integrated cycle.
The conferences that appeared to be not neglecting or paying lip service to
understanding the voice of God in their context were often the most vibrant
conferences visited and their members’ faith appeared to be growing and
deepening.
4.1.3 Making a Difference
The conference members universally saw themselves as part of something
powerful. The work that they were undertaking was “making a difference for
so many lives, families and communities”.
This difference is seen in three ways:
• Direct Service Delivery that Changes Lives
Conferences were able to recount the effect of their work in the lives
of people who had used Society services in the past. Some had now
gone on to “success” in careers and relationships. Others who had been
assisted were now actively donating to the Society and or volunteering for
conferences. Holy Rosary, Bendigo, related an amusing story of a man who
borrowed $25 from them in the 1960s and returned it 35 years later saying,
“I can afford to pay you back now”.
• Community Example
Some members stated that their willingness to volunteer for the Society
had an effect on neighbours, friends and family. The people in the circles
around them were likely to ask questions about poverty, the work of
the Society and how they could change things. Members reported that
the people they came in contact with were often likely to make active
decisions like donating, volunteering, or making different choices about
goods they were buying as a result of the member talking about their
experiences in the Society.
• Active Advocacy
Many conference members were relishing the opportunity to take an active
stand on social justice issues. A signiﬁcant number of conferences noted
that the recent report on income inequality was a sign that the Society was
tackling some of the tough issues in society with government, media and
the community. They welcomed this type of report stating “it simply states
what we have been seeing in our work” 45. They were pleased about the
45
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general discussion that occurred in the media and believed that the Society
has an active role at a national, State and local level in being advocates for
the poor and disadvantaged: “if we don’t speak out, who will?” 46
4.1.4 Leadership
“A strong Society comes from the leadership. This is the factor that holds the
conferences together.” 47
The Society enjoys strength from those who exercise “servant leadership”:
leaders who avoid top-down and hierarchical control and emphasise instead
collaboration, trust and empathy. These people in conferences are making a
conscious decision to be leaders. In their role, they seek rather to serve better
than control. Their objective is to achieve the mission of the Society, enhance
the growth of individuals in the organisation and increase teamwork and
personal involvement. They are seeking out others to take on leadership roles
and be successors and nurture those people in preparation for taking over.
Often this is done subconsciously.
Conferences that support and seek this leadership style are indeed achieving
results in line with the organisation’s values and integrity. They are more likely
to talk supportively and appreciatively about their leadership, pay tribute to it
and support the leaders.
4.1.5 Rich and Deep History
The St Vincent de Paul Society is unique in that its history is an important
part of its reality. The Salvation Army and The Smith Family do not draw on
their history in the same way that the St Vincent de Paul Society does. The
discussions and prayers that involve St Vincent de Paul, Frederic Ozanam
and Rosalie Rendu continually reinforce the rich history of the organisation,
and remind conference members and the community of the rich history of the
organisation. This is a unique and key strength.
The example, words and statements made by the founders of the Society
still appear to be relevant today as they were at the time of the French
Revolution; for example, “The question which divides men in our time is no
longer a question of political systems. It is a social question: that is of knowing
which will prevail: the spirit of selﬁshness or the spirit of sacriﬁce? Whether
society is to be simply a great opportunity of exploitation for the beneﬁt of the
strongest or a dedication of everyone for the beneﬁt of all and especially for
the protection of the weak....” 48
Learning from that history helps equip the Society for the 21st century as it
reminds members of the purpose and focus of the work. Drawing on the past
will keep the Society and its conferences on track for the future.

Comment made at many conferences
Comments made at Werribee Conference and echoed by other conferences
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4.2 Weaknesses
4.2.1

Lack of clarity regarding Mission and Rule?
There appear to be multiple understandings in the Society as to its
fundamental purpose. This may be seen by some as strength, but it
causes confusion and miscommunication when people within the same
organisation interpret the work of the organisation differently because of
a fundamental difference of motivation and goals. It may also explain why
misunderstandings occur between sections of the Society because each part
is operating with a slightly different interpretation or understanding of Rule or
Mission. For example, the Mission was described by members in conferences
as: “A handout and a hand up”; “A hand up not a handout”; “To visit the
poor”; “A spiritual movement for the poor”, “A Catholic movement helping the
poor”.
Some conferences were struggling to match the work that they were doing
on a day-to-day basis with what they perceived their mission to be. In the
absence of clarity, they continued to do what they had always done. Others
were very clear about what they saw their mission as and were making
deliberate decisions to live out that mission in their works.
There were also conferences across the Society that appeared to be using
different versions of the Rule. While the differences in the Rule from 1974 may
not be great, it is another example of not all members of the Society “being
on the same page”.

4.2.2

Communication and messages across the Society
Volunteers reported that the organisation has an outmoded approach to
communication in general, leading to inefﬁcient use of resources, missed
opportunities and a lack of a coherent voice.
Volunteers reported too high a volume of internal communication leading
to an ‘information overload’ on them and some key messages not being
passed on.
There was also some concern that there was a lack of knowledge about the
audiences for communication activity.
Many of the problems may be caused by an underlying absence of an
appropriate communication policy and a lack of structured planning around
communication and design, but some were felt to be linked to an inadequate
organisation-wide approach to dealing with communication.

4.2.3 Relationship between “Head Ofﬁce”/Hierarchy and Conferences
While not always stated in a malevolent way, Head Ofﬁce or “Box Hill” ofﬁce –
often referred to as “them” – was seen as irrelevant, distant and out of touch.
Some conferences suggested that the Head Ofﬁce were “untrustworthy”, in
that they may at any point impose a new agenda, new direction or interfere
negatively in a conference’s ventures.
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Despite the Regional Presidents and a State Council being voted in, there
was not a sense that they were representative of the people at the coal face.
There was suspicion about the authority and power of the State Council
and the amount of control it wields. Compounding this was a sense that the
Council were “out of touch”.
When an organisation is undergoing signiﬁcant change, it also is a potential
weakness of that change that it can be viewed as imposed. Too much,
whether it is mandated by law, decided by regional conference or announced
by Head Ofﬁce, when it is under-explained or results in volunteers feeling
unsettled, walking from the conference or even undermining the processes.
As is common in most organisations, people in leadership or employed by
the Society who were personally known by individuals or the conference were
seen as “trustworthy exceptions” to the rest of the teams.
4.2.4

One size ﬁts all
Many conferences noted that attempts to be innovative or do things in a
different way were sometimes greeted by others in the Society with suspicion,
criticism and even outright hostility. Some conferences felt disappointed that
there were aspects of their work that they felt did not enjoy support from the
hierarchy of the organisation. Some conferences described reprimands from
“the upper levels” for experimenting with other models.
In addition, there appear to be decisions made centrally that were “imposed”
on conferences; decisions that many volunteers felt were not appropriate to
their area or in fact undid work that they had built up.
There were three areas that that caused almost universal angst in the
conferences visited:
Relationship between Conferences and Centres for Charity
The message being broadcast by the Society was that of separation between
the two streams of the organisation. Volunteers felt that this was taking away
a resource that they had contributed time and money to building up over
many years. Members of conferences described that they had bought the
land for the Centre of Charity in their area, paid for the building and helped
with painting, maintaining and repairing it, only to have it “ripped away”. They
were also concerned that the result of the separations was a rupturing of
relationships between volunteers.
Home visits
The second area was the perceived bias by the Society as strongly in favour
of a Home Visiting model as the only model for seeing clients. Conferences
felt this ignored local realities where distance, potential danger and volunteer
resources meant that home visits were not practical. Some rural conferences
described driving 160km return for a home visit, only to ﬁnd that the
person would be driving into town anyway. The effect of this focus is that
conferences felt they had to operate “clandestine” interviews, and/or drop
some appointments altogether.
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Co-operation with other agencies
Some conferences felt models of co-operation that included participating in
ecumenical or community-wide programs was frowned upon.
Effect of trying to have “one size ﬁtting all”
The effect of the desire to have one model, has meant that in some cases,
volunteers are feeling their autonomy prevailed upon, are experiencing a lack
of control and were withdrawing support either ﬁnancially or temporally or, in
some cases, both.
Conferences felt that in some cases their ability to operate has come from
forceful leaders standing ground, or “clandestine” operations.
4.2.5

Compliance, including OHS, police checks and privacy
Legislation, particularly in the areas of food safety, Occupational Health and
Safety (OHS), child protection and privacy laws, has impacted on many
organisations and their volunteers. Confusion seems to reign in the Society
over what is permitted and not permitted and this understanding seemed to
vary from region to region and conference to conference.
The Society’s response to OHS – and any “transgressions” – was perceived
by many volunteers to be “heavy-handed”. Some members suggested that if
Frederic Ozanam was a member of the current Society he would be in trouble
for multiple transgressions!
The response for many conferences has been to cease some services
they had operated for many years, while others in the St Vincent de Paul
Society network have appeared to continue to operate some services in a
“clandestine” fashion in order to provide the support they believe that their
clients needed. This included volunteers:
• “Personally supplying” second-hand electrical equipment to circumvent the
ban on the Society giving second-hand electrical items;
• Driving clients to interviews in their own vehicles by themselves;
• Visiting homes by themselves;
• Helping clients move house;
• “Secretly” supplying fresh food to clients;
• Throwing food out which could be useable, because of misunderstanding
about “best by” dates or other volunteers supplying food that is beyond its
“use by” date.
Volunteers would like the Society to be consistent and clear about what is
acceptable and unacceptable legally and practically.
They would also like the Society to explore legal and other options so that
they can continue to assist people in need in the most appropriate way. This
may mean the Society may have to challenge insurers to ﬁnd ways for the
Society to maintain support to people rather than force volunteers to comply
with regulations that are confusing and restrictive.
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4.2.6

Service provision is inconsistent
There are some inexplicable differences within and between conferences.
Some members and some conferences appear to be more “generous”, while
others are more careful with ﬁnancial resources.
Some examples of the differences include the number of visits provided
(some conferences cap these annually), the amount of money provided on
a food voucher, what food vouchers can be used for (some conference had
arrangements with stores which prevented vouchers being used for items
such as pet food, confectionery, biscuits, and so on).
This difference in service provision has three effects:
* The ﬁrst is confusion for those seeking assistance when they receive vastly
different levels of help from the same conference simply because they are
visited by another team or group.
* The second affects people who moved suburbs or towns to ﬁnd that the
“rules” are changed completely in the new area. In some cases when clients
relocate they are perceived as “greedy” by the conference in their new area
for having expectations based on previous experiences.
* Thirdly, the inconsistency of provision also causes resentment between
members of conferences or between regions and conferences.

4.3 Opportunities
4.3.1

Mobiliser of people, resources and contacts
Many in the community are passionate about the cause of helping the
disadvantaged in the Victorian community, both by practical assistance and
through causes such as social justice advocacy. Some of the conferences
and volunteers believe that the St Vincent de Paul Society could shift its
thinking about volunteerism from one where volunteers are primarily seen
as ﬁtting into a particular bureaucratic system to one that is unleashing
community support around Victoria for the St Vincent de Paul Society and
its mission. Many Victorians may support the Society and the issues around
poverty without formally volunteering for the Society.
This mobilisation will require the organisation to think of volunteers and
volunteerism in a different way and further to ditch stereotypes held by the
organisation. It will require additional resources in retaining existing volunteers
and improving the capacity to ‘capture’ additional volunteers.
The Society already has linkages across the community it could call upon for
particular projects.

4.3.2

49

Utilising the Society’s knowledge of the poor
“Vinnies’ members’ intimate knowledge of the plight of the poor gives them
new ways of helping the poor.” 49

Online Catholics Issue 58 based on Ozanam statement, 1848
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Frederic Ozanam was aware of the gap between the rich and the poor
in society. “This gave him a prophetic premonition of the terrible and
unavoidable confrontations between rich and poor.” This insight continues
to be one of the Society’s richest assets. Knowing about, walking with
and feeling the impact of poverty in their own communities means that the
volunteers of the Society have the knowledge to challenge and educate
the community. They have the means to genuinely advocate for their
constituents. This role was not popular with Ozanam and won’t be popular in
contemporary society. A signiﬁcant swathe of the membership believes that
social justice is fundamental to the core of service delivery.
The level of mental health issues is something that members would like to
see the Society tackle. Conferences estimated that between 25 and 60 per
cent of clients they saw were affected directly by mental health issues. That
these people are in poverty and that they are seeing the Society was almost
universally believed by members to be the direct result of government policy,
“which has put the mentally ill on to the street, and privatised welfare.” 50
They believed that the Society has a right to tackle the Federal and State
governments over the plight of the mentally ill.
Society members were pleased at the attention that reports presented to the
government by the Society were received.
They believed that the knowledge that the Society possesses can be used to
do more than offer band-aids, believing there is room for programs that offer
more “aggressive” intervention.
4.3.3

Many members believe the Society needs to change
In many of the conferences visited, the volunteers were articulating the need
for change in the Society. They were willing to support the changes needed.
This need for internal change was a result of the change in community,
technology, and client issues.
Some changes being sought were:
• Better communication
• Different Societal structures
• More internal transparency
• Access to “professional” counselling and support services
• Programs with long-term outcomes for those in need to bring them out of
the poverty cycle
Many members stated that they did not want superﬁcial change or change for
change’s sake nor did they want change which compromised the values of
the Society or the voluntary nature of it.
Some members felt that there were signs that the Society in Victoria was
adjusting and shifting. Others feared that it wasn’t fast or direct enough.
Others feared that the Society was in danger of losing its fundamental values.

50
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4.3.4

Ecumenicalism
Many conferences are joining together with people from other churches to
pursue joint programs of social action in their towns or regions. Volunteers
described connecting with many of different faith backgrounds who would be
in concert with the teachings and values of St Vincent de Paul and Frederic
Ozanam. Others are seeing individual non-Catholics becoming involved with
conference work.
While some conferences were wary of this linkage and others felt it was
an unhealthy or even wrong trend, many noted that this co-operation
will probably increase over time, driven in part by a desire to pool scarce
resources in areas and increase the number of members in conferences.

4.3.5

Celebrations
“A person of enormous diligence and eager talent, Ozanam loved life.” 51
Working to alleviate poverty and dealing with the tough issues with which
clients present isn’t easy. Every conference has their own ways of dealing
with the issues that their members face. Many of the conferences were
particularly good at supporting members to interact and actively share helpful
strategies and ideas. A few went further, seeing celebration as a key element
in acknowledging the work of the conference and reinforcing the efforts of
the volunteers. Some volunteers noted that parts of the organisation were at
times quick to criticise but slow to afﬁrm and celebrate, suggesting that the
Society needed to do more celebrating of itself and its successes.
In the midst of the need and busy-ness, such celebrations may seem selfindulgent and hence be avoided or delayed. Biographers note, however,
that Frederic Ozanam took time out of his busy schedule to celebrate “each
month the wedding anniversary with a thoughtfully chosen remembrance”.52
Hence there may be an example for all parts of the Society to stop and take
stock with celebrations that are genuine.

4.4 Threats
4.4.1

51
52

Fiefdoms
There appears to be a “ﬁefdom syndrome” in parts of the Society where
individuals, groups of volunteers or even entire conferences have become
ﬁxated on their own activities in their own territory to such an extent that they
appear to “own” their particular part of the St Vincent de Paul Society. These
ﬁefdoms have the potential to be very insular, losing perspective on what is
happening in the world outside their control. Worse, they actively resist new
situations and change.

http://www.vincenter.org/tree/svdp/stoz/gb.html
http://www.vincenter.org/tree/svdp/stoz/gb.html
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These ﬁefdoms fashion their world in their own image, often stiﬂing individual
creativity, leading to what is a vicious circle. These parts of the organisation
call out for new volunteers but when new volunteers attempt to join or make
new suggestions, they can be actively resisted or even attacked or shunned.
This can be prevented if they behave in the way that the dominant group want
them to or if they cease attempting to volunteer.
Commentators in the business world note that ﬁefdoms can result in
companies becoming bureaucratic, slow in response, uncompetitive and in
many cases can cease trading because they implode. This is of cause for
concern for the St Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria.
4.4.2

Corporatisation: Business vs Charity?
Members are concerned about what they view as “the Corporatisation” of
the Society. Many believe the St Vincent de Paul Society is adopting the
structures and tactics “everyone loves to hate about big business”. Some
conferences stated that they had a crisis in conﬁdence about the corporate
model the Society seems to be adopting. The model was seen to be a little
“distasteful” and even a betrayal of the fundamentals of the Society.
While acknowledging that the world has become more and more competitive
for the Society and regulatory changes have forced it to adopt new directions,
members were concerned with the following issues:
• Elements of the Society were less concerned with assisting people in need
and more concerned with proﬁt, for example, shops;
• Accepting government funding for programs which could mean the Society
was at risk of muzzling itself;
• The multiplying of “bureaucrats” was eroding the values, history or work
of the Society because these bureaucrats did not understand or share these
values;
• Paid staff did not, in their eyes, understand the realities of home visits;
• Adoption of expensive marketing campaigns was shifting focus;
• The addition of more administration staff was absorbing organisational
resources;
• Volunteering is more formalised and does not feel as relaxed or as fun as
it once was.

4.4.3

Structure feels tired and old to many
There was evidence that the organisational structure is “struggling” in
signiﬁcant sections of the Society. Some regions are frequently in a position
of having to ask their same core team of past volunteers to do the same old
thing. Some of the leaders who have often held regional positions in the past
have begun to grow tired of being asked to volunteer again and again. Other
regions unable to ﬁll roles are combining to create larger regions.
There was a suggestion made by some volunteers that as a result, the
Society is focused on supporting and maintaining bureaucratic mechanisms
at the expense of active leadership.
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4.4.4

Control of Centres of Charity
One of the features of the St Vincent de Paul Society is that it provides
volunteers with a sense of control. They have the authority to think, plan,
implement projects and evaluate them. For most of the history of the Society,
local volunteers in conferences and regions have had signiﬁcant authority to
decide what to do and how they do it.
Recently there has been a shift in control of the Centres of Charity and a
separation between conferences and Centres. As previously identiﬁed in
4.2.4, this is one factor which is causing signiﬁcant angst in the conference
networks.
The changes have been perceived by volunteers as an encroachment on
local authority, they feel that assets they have established have been “ripped
away” and that the separation between Centres of Charity and conferences
is an artiﬁcial one. They are concerned that the management and staff of the
Centres do not share the same empathy and values that the conferences
posses.
The effect of these changes is anger and resentment to the decision makers,
poor and, in some cases, damaging relationships between conferences and
Centres in some areas, with poor behavior on both parties account. There is
signiﬁcant questioning of the policy and no conference visited who discussed
the issue was supportive of the changes.

4.4.5

Volunteerism
The volunteer nature of the St Vincent de Paul Society is its great strength
and the basis of its existence. Volunteers built the Society and have taken its
message and work to all parts of the State.
It may seem odd, therefore, to list this as a potential threat to the Society.
Volunteering and volunteerism, however, is changing in modern Australia.
Technology, changing work patterns, competition for volunteers and
the universal sense of being “time poor” is impacting on society at an
unprecedented rate. People are continuing to seek to volunteer but
increasingly on their own terms. The retirement of the “Baby Boomers” and
the rise of “Generation X” will alter the face of society, impacting particularly
on workplaces and volunteerism.
The St Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria is particularly vulnerable, as its
current older age proﬁle (average volunteer age is reported to be in excess of
69 years old) and as noted, its operating structures may not be attractive to
Baby Boomer or Generation X volunteers. There appeared to be a signiﬁcant
lack of volunteers aged under 40 in many conferences.
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Another concern reported by volunteers was that despite the surveys and
other efforts, they felt the Society in Victoria was not good at listening to
its rank and ﬁle members. They noted that they were not employees “to be
ordered around, but individuals giving their time and resources”. There was
resentment at the way some changes were communicated or implemented or
the amount of material that people were expected to absorb. In addition, as
previously noted, the Society does not seem universally good or consistent at
celebrating, and this applies to its volunteer contributions and successes. The
groups in the Society that are good at listening to volunteer needs, desires
and concerns, and responding to them, are better at attracting and retaining
volunteers.
To keep pace with the modern world, the St Vincent de Paul Society will
need to re-address volunteering structures and patterns in a new way. It
will need to seek ways to keep Baby Boomers engaged and attract the
younger emerging generations. It is a journey that all parts of the Society and
particularly conferences will need to grapple with, for without volunteers there
will be no Society.
4.4.6

Decline of impact of Church in daily life
Australia, like many other western countries, has been undergoing a profound
shift in religious practices. Large numbers of adults are disconnecting
themselves from organised religions. Attendance at the main weekend
services and other feast days has been in steady decline over the last three
decades. A smaller proportion of Parish members are actively participating
in the worship life of the church and some rural Parishes have been forced to
amalgamate. In many Parishes, lay people are leading more programs.
Conferences reported that for many of these reasons the pool of possible
members was declining. They worried that the continuing decline in Parish
life will impact on the availability and interest of potential volunteers. They felt
there was more “competition” at a Parish level for time and resources with
support groups, pastoral care teams and social justice committees.

4.4.7

Resource imbalances
In an ideal situation, every genuine need for assistance would be met by the
Society, with members immediately providing support in every situation. The
reality in the Society is that, unfortunately, need, or “demand”, and “supply”
often do not coincide. Some conferences appeared rich in access to ﬁnances
and people, yet were located in areas of lesser need. Streets away may be
other conferences that had high levels of demand but few resources. While
regional conferences in many cases attempted to balance out some of the
differentials, this imbalance means that some volunteers are contributing
signiﬁcantly more time and resources in some conferences than volunteers in
others.
There have been some good models in the Society with volunteers from
one conference working in other conferences to support them in their work,
but this needs to be organised more systematically in order to provide a
consistent response to need. This may mean a rethink of how conference
boundaries are structured.
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5 Conclusions
5.1 Summary of Learnings
Issue

Type

Innovation

Strength

Spiritual development

Strength

Making a difference

Strength

Leadership

Strength

Rich and deep history

Strength

Lack of clarity re Mission and Rule

Weakness

Communication and messages across the Society

Weakness

One size ﬁts all

Weakness

Relationship between “head ofﬁce”/hierarchy
and conferences

Weakness

Compliance including OHS, police checks and privacy

Weakness

Service is inconsistent

Weakness

Mobiliser of people, resources and contacts

Opportunity

Utilising the Society’s knowledge of the poor

Opportunity

Members believe the Society needs to change

Opportunity

Ecumenicalism

Opportunity

Celebrations

Opportunity

“Fiefdoms”

Threat

Corporatisation: business vs charity?

Threat

Structure feels tired and old to many

Threat

Control of Centres of Charity

Threat

Volunteerism

Threat

Decline of impact of Church in daily life

Threat

Resource imbalances

Threat

Impact on SVdP

5.2 The Future

In listening to the stories of 40 representative conferences, the St Vincent de
Paul Society in Victoria needs to consider and build on the strengths, overcome
weakness, take advantage of its opportunities and minimise its threat. The St Vincent
de Paul Society has a signiﬁcant future as an organisation in Victoria. What it will
look like and how it will do it, may be radically different. In the words of the blessed
Frederic Ozanam:
“Charity must never look back, but always ahead, for the number of its past beneﬁts is
always quite small, as the present and future miseries it should alleviate are inﬁnite”.53
53

Frederic Ozanam
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