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National
Statistics

Conferences
Canberra/Goulburn
NSW
NT
QLD
SA
TAS
VIC
WA
TOTAL

54
418
6
209
63
30
301
80
1,161
members
Canberra/Goulburn
NSW
NT
QLD
SA
TAS
VIC
WA
TOTAL

579
8,801
45
2,889
682
245
3,798
1,094
18,133

Employees
Canberra/Goulburn
NSW
NT
QLD
SA
TAS
VIC
WA

167
1,354
45
372
102
144
786
114

TOTAL

3,084
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volunteers
Canberra/Goulburn
NSW
NT
QLD
SA
TAS
VIC
WA

2,000
15,121
160
4,864
1,633
1,020
8,750
2,134

TOTAL

35,682

centres
Canberra/Goulburn
NSW
NT
QLD
SA
TAS
VIC
WA

25
253
5
128
34
35
102
44

TOTAL

626
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Our united effort to
end homelessness
National President’s Report

Last year in Australia 84,000 children
tried to get help from a homeless
service in Australia, but more than half
of them were turned away. We have a
great many things to be positive about as
a nation. This is not one of them.

I would even go so far as to say that this is no time to
be patting ourselves on the back, either as a nation or
as an organisation committed to creating a more just
and compassionate society.
It is hard to believe that in a prosperous country
like ours we are still facing the reality of over
105,000 people experiencing homelessness every
night in Australia. Even worse, with such levels of
homelessness, no one should ever have to be turned
away from a homelessness service. In the meantime we
need to be there at the coalface of marginalisation, not
as paternalistic dispensers of charity, but as real sisters
and brothers to the people that have been pushed to
the edges of society.
The St Vincent de Paul Society has never tired of telling
governments that housing is a human right. If we can’t
even guarantee this right to children then we’re seriously
in need of re-examining our national priorities.
It has been said in many places that a society should be
judged on how it treats its most vulnerable members.
For me, I will always remember these words being
uttered by our former Governor-General, Sir William
Deane, a man who continues to bear prophetic witness
to this Gospel value.
Our work with Christ’s Poor should not stop with
simply supplying the immediate solution to an
immediate need. We are challenged to go much
further. We are challenged to enable people to take
control of their own lives. We do not accept the idea
that people are to blame for their own marginalisation.
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We do, however, believe that people are able to
overcome the odds that have been stacked up against
them if the right resources are made available and,
most importantly, if we are able to change the conditions
in society that make things impossible for them.
We also need to keep thinking beyond our shores. We
need to think of the people, including many children,
who seek asylum in our country after suffering
incredible traumas in their own countries. We need
to remember that the St Vincent de Paul Society is
a global network of love and that we should join in
the global effort to prevent the conditions that cause
poverty and homelessness on a massive scale across the
world, especially as Third World countries continue to
carry the burden of allowing First World countries to
enjoy unprecedented wealth.
No one should be turned away. In the words of Blessed
Frederic Ozanam, the founder of the St Vincent de
Paul Society:
“It is time to seek the abolition of poverty.”
While it gives me great joy to present this Overview
of the work of the Society in Australia, I am also
deeply saddened that we have not made real headway
in making our founder’s deepest vision a reality at the
beginning of the 21st century. I regularly travel around
our nation, meeting Vincentians and visiting our
special works. I get a very strong sense that I am not
alone in feeling this great sadness.

Sometimes I am asked if I would like to see an
Australia where the St Vincent de Paul Society
is completely unnecessary. My answer is that I
would like to see an Australia that didn’t see charity
as a substitute for justice. Along with my fellow
Vincentians, following not only the teachings of
Frederic Ozanam but also the core message of the
Gospel, I dream of a time when the members of the
St Vincent de Paul Society are only really needed
to provide friendship and solidarity to people
experiencing isolation and loneliness, as well as
support and relief in times of disasters. Why?
Because by then, we would have eliminated poverty
and homelessness!
As the beautiful Brazilian proverb puts it:
When we dream alone it is only a dream
But when we dream together it is the beginning of reality.
This is our dream. On behalf of the Society in
Australia I thank you who already share our journey
of seeking to make it a reality and I welcome all who
wish to join with us in our calling. 

How else are we to measure our effectiveness as
a movement committed to the Gospel of love
and justice? It is not enough to merely manage
homelessness. Our job is to end it.
We are well supported and loved by the Australian
community; not only by the people we assist but also
by the people who provide the assistance. We need,
however, to focus on opening the doors so that more
and more people, from a wide range of ages and
backgrounds, can participate in our mission. We need
to keep up our fearless advocacy for an Australia that is
free of the scourges of poverty and homelessness.

Anthony Thornton
National President
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the problem
is inequality
Chief Executive Officer’s Report

We have chosen to focus on homelessness
in this year’s Overview of the work of the
St Vincent de Paul Society in Australia.
Why? Because the persistent denial of the
right to housing for so many men, women
and children is a powerful reminder of
how unequal Australian society is.
No matter how you twist them the facts about poverty in
the lucky country just keep on shaming us.
You can see the tip of the iceberg on the streets of our
capital cities and regional centres where you will come
across people whose lives are exposed to the elements and
to the eyes of all who pass by.
We are even seeing new divisions emerging among
low-income households! Fourteen years ago the
unemployment benefit was 91 per cent of the single
pension. Now it is only 65 per cent.
Peter Whiteford of the Social Policy Research Centre at the
University of NSW projects a fall to a miserable 33 per cent.
He notes that, after you take out the costs of the cheapest
capital city accommodation your average single Newstart
benefit recipient was left to survive on $16.50 a day.
Australia spends less on transfer payments than the average
of the wealthier nations in the OECD.
Data released and prepared by the St Vincent de Paul
Society’s Victorian Policy and Research Manager, Gavin
Dufty, on relative price changes, has shown that people on
low incomes are being forced to make such devastating
choices as whether to go the doctor or buy food. As he puts
it: ‘to survive today you’ve got to compromise the future’.
The research shows that the price of essentials such as
electricity and rent has gone through the roof over the past
six years while discretionary items such as entertainment
and holidays have increased only a little or, in the case of
high street fashion, have actually gotten cheaper.
I recently received an email from a young man
experiencing long-term unemployment. He was writing
to thank the St Vincent de Paul Society for the stance we
take on the side of people who are demonised for being
unemployed. He told me his story. Here are some bits of it:
I rent a single bedroom unit for $200 per week. Around five
weeks ago I was retrenched from my job of four years. I do not
own a car and do not have sufficient funds to purchase a car.

Public transport being what it is around here makes finding
work very hard. In fact one job I applied for that I got an
interview for I had to knock back as I realised I could not get to
the place of employment via public transport.
With Centrelink payments and rent assistance I would get
around $295 per week. I need power ... and a phone, and I
use the internet to help find work ... so without even thinking
about food, clothes, transport etc ... I have around $40 a week
to live on...
Now I’m in a situation where I can’t afford to live here so I am
thinking of going back to Tasmania to live with my mother
... because the Government in its wisdom doesn’t pay a single
person enough to exist on their own, I find I have to move to a
state with less job prospects ...
I am currently on Newstart sickness benefits for anxiety and
depression brought on by my situation. I don’t know what to
do ... keep going I guess ... that’s all you can do...
Keep going. Yes. That’s all any of us can do.
There are those who will say: Mate, you can turn this
around if you want to. It’s a matter of choice.
They are wrong.
I don’t blame people for thinking this way. Sometimes
it is all they know. They hear the relentless message that
people are to blame for their own marginalisation. It
follows that to support someone in this situation you are
‘enabling’ them to keep doing the wrong thing.
But social security payments are not the end of the story.
Neither are they the beginning. We are in the situation we
are in because of a gradually increasing transfer of wealth
and resources away from the commons and towards the
private few.
In the 17th Century an anonymous English wit penned
the following piece of doggerel:
The Law locks up the man or woman
Who steals the goose from off the Common,
But leaves the greater villain loose
Who steals the Common from under the goose.
Then, as now, the common wealth and common good are
systematically purloined. Then, as now, it is far easier to
construct a method of individual punishment in place of a
vision of social justice.
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The 2011 Bishops’ Social Justice Statement Building
Bridges, Not Walls: Prisons and the justice system points out
that between 1984 and 2008, while rates of crime either
stayed steady or fell, the number of Australians in prison
per 100,000 people almost doubled. The majority of
Australian prisoners come from the most disadvantaged
sections of the community.
Aboriginal imprisonment rates have jumped by more
than 50 per cent over the past 10 years, with an Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare report showing that
members of the First Peoples now account for over a
quarter of the prison population in Australia.
We are also seeing an alarming trend towards working
poverty in Australia. The founder of the St Vincent de
Paul Society, a 19th century French student-activist
named Frederic Ozanam, had a bit to say about workers’
rights. He wrote: Exploitation occurs when the master
considers his workers ... as an instrument out of which he
must extract as much service as possible at the smallest
possible price.
More recently, British Economist, Guy Standing, coined
the term, Precariat, to describe the reality of low wage
workers in our modern, global economy; a reality in
which risk continues to be shifted away from capital and
on to the backs of working people.
As Frederic Ozanam put it: “The haughty lords of
industry, just like our ancient kings, are carried round on
the backs of the people.”

There was a time in Australia when the received wisdom
was that a job is the best route out of poverty. This is no
longer true. For many of the people we assist the move
from welfare to work is a journey out of the frying pan
and into the fire; a journey from inadequate income
support to inadequate income. And sometimes back again!
There was also once a time when the social security
system sought to be exactly that. Now it is, for many, a
system of social insecurity that, sadly, prepares people for
work insecurity.
This is not call for a return to the past. The members of
the St Vincent de Paul Society who every day witness the
Australian face of working poverty, are calling for a new
way of genuine social security and inclusion for all people.
Let us put aside what has, in effect, become a false border
between those outside the labour market and those whose
work is low-paid, insecure and precarious.
The time is right for a new social contract that protects
people no matter where they currently sit along this
precarious frontier; protects them from being cast off and
cast out; protects them from being devalued as human
beings, as women and men, along with the children who
share their precarious fate.
We will always be there to give people a hand up.
But this should not be seen as a matter of charity.
It is a matter of justice. 

With the rise in casualisation and insecurity in the
workplace the Society has seen a sharp rise in the number
of families with one or even two members in paid work
who seek assistance from us.
Work insecurity means housing insecurity. Housing
insecurity is only a short step away from families sleeping
in cars or knocking on the doors of homelessness refuges.
Homelessness has devastating consequences for everyone,
especially the children who are then more likely to
experience homelessness as adults.
The needs of the people in the lowest 20 per cent of the
income distribution must take priority over the desires
of the people in the highest 20 per cent. As the late
Pope John Paul II put it, the rights of workers must take
priority over the maximisation of profits.

Dr John Falzon
Chief Executive Officer
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advocacy
and research

It was the Roman poet, Terence,
a former slave, who wrote:
I am human.
Nothing human is alien to me.
The people in our midst who are cast out
and pushed away are made to feel like
strangers to everyone else.

The St Vincent de Paul Society exists in Australia as a
prophetic sign that no one is a stranger; that no one is
alien to us; that no one should be cast off and pushed out.
But people have been, and continue to be, cast off and
pushed out. People are pushed into poor quality and
overcrowded housing, into caravan parks, boarding
houses, refuges, and, of course, the streets where they are
forced to sleep in cars or in public toilet blocks or under
bridges. People are forced underground. Sometimes
they resurface in our prisons or our public hospitals.
They’re forced to hock their furnishings, their personal
possessions. They seek consolation in the arms of loan
sharks and payday lenders.
We know that, according to research by the Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare, on an average day,
59 per cent of all people who make a new request for
immediate accommodation at a government-funded
homelessness service are turned away. Amongst these,
we know that couples with children are the most likely
to be turned away.
In fact, the causes, as well as the condition itself, of
homelessness can well be summed up by the reality of
being turned away.
Contrary to many of the persistent myths about
homelessness in Australia the reality is that women
and children are the biggest users of specialist
homelessness services.
When we listen to the stories of the people who are
time and time again turned away, this is what we learn:
that, despite the false assertions that homelessness is
primarily a personal problem, it is on the one hand
a social problem because we continue as a society to
condone or explain away the reality of violence against
women. On the other hand it is a profoundly political
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problem because the absence of political will is the
fundamental obstacle to really ending homelessness,
especially through a housing guarantee combined with
the guarantee of appropriate supports and services.
We could do a lot worse than beginning by guaranteeing
everyone the right to adequate housing. Since the
private rental market is notoriously bad at this,
governments must do what markets cannot. Does this
sound like a utopian fantasy? The truth is that it is far
more fanciful to imagine that we are actually saving
money as a nation by leaving things the way they are.
The economic and social costs, let alone the personal
costs, of leaving the homelessness crisis as it is, are
enormous. Some might remember Malcolm Gladwell’s
story in The New Yorker about Million Dollar Murray, a
man who had experienced chronic homelessness, with
all the concomitant health problems. When he died it
was estimated that the costs to the state of maintaining
Murray in his condition of homelessness came out at
US$1 million. Providing him with secure housing would
have provided a base from which other problems could
have been addressed. Secure, appropriate housing also
happens to be good for your health! This is not to say
that homelessness is simply houselessness. But common
sense tells us that it would be a good place to start. As
Philip Mangano, former executive director of the US
Interagency Council on Homelessness, reminded us
when he recently visited Australia: “You do not manage
a social wrong. You should be ending it.”
There is a beautiful line by the poet Tomas Borge:
“There will be no beggars left to haunt us...”
We are haunted by the story of the woman who spoke at
the CEO Sleepout in Canberra. She explained how she
would tell her young children that they were going on a
camping adventure on the nights when she had nowhere
to sleep but her car. She would tell them they were
going off to look for kangaroos or to watch planes take
off. Anything to shield them from the fear she knew in
her own heart.
We are also haunted by the man who began to
experience homelessness when he was 13 and has been
in and out of institutions. When someone thanks God
for public toilets because they’re nice and warm to sleep
in even though they’re smelly, you know we have a
problem. He was made to feel that it was his problem.

We should admit that it is ours as well.
People experiencing homelessness are denied the right
to appropriate housing. But there is more. There is the
insecurity, the vulnerability to illness, to violence, to
prosecution, the feeling of disconnectedness, the feeling
of being seen right through as if you are not there.
Some see a person experiencing homelessness and
reflect that our system is not working. Others see a
person experiencing homelessness and conclude that the
system is working. It is working because inequality lies
at its heart; because inequality is seen as both a necessity
and a virtue.
The members of the St Vincent de Paul Society,
ordinary people standing in solidarity with ordinary
people, reject the notion that marginalised people should
continue to be blamed for their own marginalisation.
We also reject the notion that social problems are best
solved by simply allowing the market to run its course in
an unfettered fashion. Or that the principle corrections
can be supplied by charity for those who allegedly fall
through the cracks. The 1975 Commission of Inquiry
into Poverty prescribed a frighteningly simple antidote
to the growth of poverty and inequality in Australia:
“If poverty is seen as a result of structural inequality
within society, any serious attempt to eliminate poverty
must seek to change those conditions which produce it.”
One Poverty Inquiry later, we continue to live with the
festering growth in inequality that lies at the heart of
homelessness and exclusion.
We need, as a nation, to take responsibility not just
for making sure that no one is turned away from a
homelessness service but also that no one is turned away
from access to housing, healthcare, education, support and
employment opportunities. It is the role of government
to ensure that all of these basics are provided to all people.
Yes, we have to be realistic. But being realistic does not
mean accepting a costly and unjust status quo. It means
imagining a different kind of Australia.
This is why the St Vincent de Paul Society engages
in research and advocacy. We are obliged to study the
causes of poverty and inequality from all possible angles.
We are obliged to track the relations between the many
ways in which inequality and alienation are manifested
in our prosperous nation.
continued on page 12 
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continued from page 11
In 2011 National Council contributed submissions
and participated in a wide range of issues such as the
Household Energy and Financial Sustainability Scheme,
Constitutional Recognition of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Peoples, Gambling Reform, the Statutory
definition of a charity, the Tax Forum, Job Seeker
Compliance, the Commonwealth Commissioner
for Children and Young People Bill 2010, and the
Federal Budget.
We continue to host an annual lecture on social justice,
the Gerald Ward Lecture, in Canberra. The 2011 Gerald
Ward Lecturer was Fr Frank Brennan SJ, who gave a
lecture entitled: ‘How do we design a dignified welfare
safety net without becoming a Nanny State – lessons from
Catholic Social Teaching’. The Respondent was Professor
Jon Altman who delivered a Response entitled: From
Keynesian Nanny State to the coercive Daddy State in
Indigenous policy.
National Council continues to participate as a
research partner in a number of Australian Research
Council (ARC) funded projects in collaboration with
Universities and community organisations. The ARC
Catalyst-Clemente project, Clemente and Social Inclusion,
with ACU, Curtin University, and Edith Cowan
University has been assessing the social inclusion
outcomes of the Clemente Program over three years.
The research team, which includes our National
Research Officer, Bess Harrison, has recently released
the third ‘snapshot’ of findings and is currently working
on the final report.
The Resident Voices project, with UWS and Loyola
University Chicago, continues to evolve. Resident
Voices works closely with resident-led initiatives and
resident action groups to facilitate the exchange of
public housing residents’ reflections and experiences of

‘social mix’ and re-development across research sites in
Sydney, Adelaide and Campbelltown and Chicago.
Other research projects include: Social disadvantage
and economic recession: promoting inclusion and combating
deprivation, with UNSW, Social Determinants of Health
Advocacy in Residence, CSSA, CHA, ACU, and
Engaging Older Australians, with ACU.
Gavin Dufty, manager of the Society’s Victorian
Policy and Research Unit has continued to lead
our national advocacy efforts in relation to utilities
cost pressures on low income households and
energy tariff tracking, also co-authoring a detailed
technical report: The Relative Price Index: CPI and the
implications of cost pressures on various household groups,
and serving on the Premier of Tasmania’s expert
panel on the cost of living.
The NSW Research and Policy team have produced
the report Mental Health Literacy: Optimising the
mental health literacy of St Vincent de Paul Society
members and Problem Gambling: More than a
Matter of Winners and Losers, making an important
contribution to our national advocacy efforts on
gambling reform.
Dr Falzon has also given more than 150 media
interviews on topics such as asylum seekers, welfare
reform, unemployment and underemployment,
homelessness and housing, insecure work, charity
reform, cost of living and other issues that require a
social justice perspective. In addition to our National
publication, The Record, National Council has
regularly contributed articles and opinion pieces to a
number of publications ranging from Eureka Street
and The Drum to Parity and The Sydney Morning
Herald. Dr Falzon also contributed a chapter entitled
‘The personal is political’ to the book Determining the
Future: a fair go and health for all, edited by Martin
Laverty and Liz Callaghan. 
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Most of the Society’s reports and
publications are available on our new
Blog: http://blog.vinnies.org.au/
Below is a summary of some of National
Council’s other advocacy activities:

Advisory Board Participation

Media Releases

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Australian Social Inclusion Board
Digital TV Switchover Taskforce
Service Delivery Advisory Group
Low Income Measures Assessment Committee
Household Assistance Working Group
Energy White paper Roundtable
ACNC Implementation Taskforce Governance
Reporting Roundtable

•
•
•

Papers and Speeches

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Beyond ideology: challenging ‘welfare dependency’
ACOSS Policy Forum
Social Justice in the Scriptures, Little Company of Mary
Health Care Lamplighter Programme
The guts of the social problem, Plenary Address to the
ACOSS Annual Conference
Tearing down the walls, Launch of the 2011 CEO
Sleepout
Fairness, Work and the Economy, Panel Presentation,
Progressive Australia Conference
Social Inclusion, dignity and liberation, Catholic Social
Services Australia National Conference
The Forgotten People, Keynote Address, Launch of the
2011 St Vincent de Paul Society Winter Appeal
When we ask: why they have no housing…, Closing
Address, CEO Sleepout
There is another world but it is in this one, Keynote
Address, Churches and Public Policy Conference
Income (in)security – structural causes of marginalisation,
Panel Presentation, QCOSS Conference
Crucified on every city sidewalk, Guest lecture presented
to the School of Theology, ACU
On the side of the Precariat, Speech at the Launch of
the Secure Jobs-Better Future Campaign
Basic Rights not BasicsCard, Address to the Say No to
Income Management Forum
The future lasts a very long time, Address to the
Anti-Poverty Week Forum, University of Sydney
The personal is political, Keynote Address to the
Australian Nursing Federation National Conference,
Social insecurity: who bears the burden of risk? Keynote
Speech, SACOSS/CBB Risk Management
Conference

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

World AIDS Day all about Dignity
- 30 Nov 2010

St Vincent de Paul Society salutes volunteers on
International Volunteers Day - 3 Dec 2010

Let’s learn from the crises - St Vincent de Paul Society
- 24 Jan 2011

St Vincent de Paul Society Elects New National President
- 20 March 2011
“You don’t create a smart and confident Australia by
taking to people with the stick” - 11 May 2011
“Stop punishing asylum seekers” - 6 June 2011

St Vincent de Paul Society calls for direct compensation
on energy bills - 14 July, 2011
‘Refugees cannot be divided into “deserving” and
“undeserving”’ - 27 July 2011

Homeless Persons’ Week: St Vincent de Paul Society calls
for housing justice, - 2 Aug 2011
Act of compassion for asylum seekers long overdue
- 18 Aug, 2011

St Vincent de Paul Society welcomes victory for human
rights, - 31 August 2011

A lack of affordable housing hurts everyone
- 19 Sept, 2011

Catalyst-Clemente offers a path out of poverty
- 22 Sept, 2011

Australia has work to do - Anti-Poverty Week 2011.
- 17 Oct 2011

Joint Campaigns
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reclaim Multiculturalism! Campaign (Federation of
Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia)
World AIDS Day

ACOSS Campaign on Budget Welfare Measures

ACOSS Campaign against changes to social security
legislation
Australian Churches for Gambling Reform
Australians for Affordable Housing

Say No to Government’s Income Management
Payday Lending Regulation campaign

ACOSS Campaign to end off-shore processing.
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Home – a place of
safety, comfort and hope

A home is a place of safety, comfort and
hope. however for many in our society
who are doing it tough these three
words are far from the reality of their
lives. There are almost 14,000 Western
Australians without a place to call home.

Affected by illness, unemployment, family breakdown
and increased living costs, our fellow neighbours have
been dealt with immense hardship and disadvantage in
prosperous Australia. Although many have benefited
from recent economic times, the gap between those
people who have and those who have not has been
pushed further apart. There are increasingly large
numbers of people in our community who are struggling
to make ends meet and who have no other option but to
sleep on the streets, in their cars or couch surf.
The St Vincent de Paul Society in Western Australia
has been faced with the ongoing challenge of addressing
the issue of homelessness in the community and is
committed to evolving to meet this critical need now
and in the future. The Society works towards shaping
a more just, compassionate and all inclusive Australia
and the specialised programs, initiatives and advocacy
carried out are vital to the cause. The Society’s mission
continues to be at the forefront while carrying out this
important work. Our members are focused on being
there in the long term; offering people the resources
they need to take control of their lives.
The Vinnies CEO Sleepout was a success when it was
launched nationally in 2010. The initiative has allowed
the Society to increase its homeless support. Over two
years Western Australia has been able to generate $1.1
million through the event to develop new responses
to homelessness and also support existing services.
Important services such as Vincentcare, which provides
accommodation and care for people living with a mental
illness and/or homelessness and the Passages Resource
Centre, a referral service for street present young people.
The Passages Resource Centre was opened in
Northbridge in 1999 and is a joint venture with the
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Rotary Club of Perth and the St Vincent de Paul
Society in Western Australia. While Passages serves
predominantly as a referral service it also offers an
accommodation program for clients to help them
develop living skills, gain employment and make the
transition from supported accommodation and most
importantly, live a happy and full life. The St Vincent de
Paul Society will be opening a new Passages Resource
Centre in Mandurah shortly to extend this service to
assist young people in the area.
The Society has established an education and training
fund available to Passages Resource Centre clients
to enable them to gain the necessary skills to attain
employment and support themselves in the future.
Funds were also allocated to the acquisition of public
transport smart-riders for Passages clients, which
helps young people get to appointments and access
opportunities, which will ultimately enable them to
improve their life.
In February 2011, the St Vincent de Paul Society
opened Prospect House, a fully occupied five bedroom
house that assists men experiencing homelessness in
Albany and surrounding areas make the transition
from homelessness to supported accommodation. The
Society’s conference in Albany was crucial in identifying
the need for this service and continues to be active
in raising awareness of homelessness in Albany and
providing support to the local community through
emergency relief support.
Prospect House works with the men in 10 key areas
to give them the tools they need to help change their
lives. They work on issues of motivation and taking
responsibility, self-care and living skills, managing
money, social networks and relationships, drug and
alcohol use, physical health, emotional and mental
health, meaningful use of time, managing a tenancy
and accommodation and offending. As a result of
this program, some of the men have gone on to gain
employment and live independently.
The St Vincent de Paul Society in Western Australia is
committed to tackling the issue of homelessness through
a range of accommodation, education and recreational
programs in a safe and supportive environment and
through raising awareness, the Society will provide
people with a voice with the goal of bringing about
positive change, justice and equality for all.

Home Visitation and other
preventative measures
A key part of the Society’s work is visiting people
in their homes; this work is referred to as Home
Visitation. One of our motivations for carrying out
this work is to keep people in their homes and prevent
further cases of homelessness.
The Society has allocated some of the funds raised
during the Vinnies CEO Sleepout to conferences to
allow them to better assist people who are homeless
or at risk of being homeless. The funds can be used to
help a person secure accommodation or to assist with
rental arrears for people in danger of being homeless so
they can remain in their homes.
Through the Housing Assist Program the St Vincent
de Paul Society in Western Australia has helped in
more than 264 cases and provided more than $121,000
in housing support in the 2010/2011 financial year.
Another initiative the Society was able to undertake is
the rental of three properties in Perth’s Swan Region.
These properties are used to provide short term
accommodation for up to six months for individuals
who are homeless or at risk of becoming homeless.
The Society’s Social Justice Committee in Western
Australia has also been very active in its focus on
chronic homelessness in the Perth CBD, attending
numerous meetings with key stakeholders and also
commissioning a feasibility study to ascertain the
priorities in this area of need.
As a result of the joint activities, an allocation of $5.4
million was made in the recent State Budget for a
much needed acute care homeless night shelter for the
critically homeless in the Perth CBD.
The Social Justice Committee was crucial in raising
awareness of this critical issue in the community and
to working to engage key stakeholders in the project.
The shelter will be unique to Western Australia
and will serve the most marginalised of individuals
experiencing homelessness in the community. 
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Street
to home
Support for anyone who is ‘sleeping rough’

With the release of the government
White Paper on homelessness in
2008, a new focus on rough sleepers
was introduced. For the first time
specific hard targets were laid down
in challenge. The aim is to reduce
the number of rough sleepers by 25
per cent by 2013 and to have offered
everyone rough sleeping an appropriate
accommodation option by 2020. These are
ambitious targets that the government
aims to achieve by rolling out a number
of outreach programs for rough
sleepers across Australia.

The St Vincent de Paul Society was chosen as the
preferred organisation to provide this service in
the Australian Capital Territory. Canberra has a
small but complex group of rough sleepers, most
of who have been living on the streets for in some
cases decades, a group of people that typically avoid
mainstream services, and who have been through the
public housing and homelessness system many times
throughout their lives.

With a team of dedicated and skilled workers Street
to Home – as the Society’s rough sleeper outreach
program is known – has a strong focus on going out
to the people we serve. Meeting with them in an
environment where they feel comfortable. We provide
holistic support, not just to address their homelessness
needs, but to improve their quality of life; health, legal
issues, and finding safe and secure accommodation
are key areas of support. Our workers adhere to the
themes of understanding, patience, and consistency.
The service has no set time frames, and will support
the people they work with for as long as needed.
Street to Home uses assertive outreach. This means we
actually go out to and find people in need of support;
we do not wait for them to come to or be referred
to us. It also means we persevere even if the rough
sleeper claims they do not want nor need support.
There is a great deal of mistrust, paranoia, and trauma
that most rough sleepers have experienced, and it can
sometimes take our team regularly visiting with a
coffee and to have a chat for months at a time before
the person opens up and is willing to engage. It is the
motto of the staff that if a rough sleeper is telling us
‘no’ in regards to support, then we have not properly
explained what we are offering. We strongly believe
that no one chooses to be homeless and living on the
street, in fact the only reason most are there is that at
some point in their life they have been denied a choice.
Close community and government partnerships are
crucial to making our program work well. Street to
Home chairs a meeting called ‘Who’s New on the
Streets’. A variety of organisations such as the police,
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hospital workers, ACT Housing workers, park rangers,
and community organisations are invited to attend and
share their insights and knowledge of any issues rough
sleepers may be experiencing, or any areas new rough
sleepers have been seen.
More recently a strong focus has been placed on
supporting the mental health needs of those persons
sleeping rough. With generous support and funding
from local government we have been able to expand
the number of staff we have and provide them all with
additional mental health training. The service has also
created a close partnership with Calvary Hospital.
Doctors and psychiatric nurses regularly attend at our
Night Patrol van service, offering free medical support
to people sleeping rough around the city centre.
Working with rough sleepers is a perpetual challenge.
It is a long term commitment, and the people have
a multitude of complex mental and physical health,
substance abuse, financial, legal, and emotional
issues they need support with, and we work in an
environment of constant challenge in regards to
severe lack of affordable accommodation in Canberra,
that often leaves us with public housing as our only
recourse. However in the last year Street to Home
has been able to support 21 rough sleepers into
accommodation (this is over a quarter of the 2006
Census quote for the number of rough sleepers in the
ACT), many of whom have been homeless for years.
The program is providing support to an average of 30
rough sleepers each day, and helping people turn their
lives around. 
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living on
the margins

Freeman House in Armidale has been a
Special Work of the St Vincent de Paul
Society in New South Wales since 1979. It
provides important services for people
from across the state and has evolved to
deliver three specialist homelessness
and drug and alcohol rehabilitation
services, with both residential and
community-based components.

This innovative approach is underpinned by evidencebased case management, and therapeutic interventions,
and provides a continuity of care to clients
experiencing homelessness and addiction. In a first
for regional NSW, the community clients are able to
access groups and services specifically targeted to assist
them in developing living skills with the ultimate aim
of independent living.
This year, Freeman House was successful in the
Australian Government’s Regional Development
Australia Fund, receiving an $8 million grant. This was
the largest grant in NSW, and recognised both the
success of Freeman House and the value of the Society’s
assistance to clients in need. Construction of the stateof-the-art facility will commence in early 2012.
Armidale Central Council President, Kerry Muir said
that the re-development of Freeman House would
provide a safe, quality environment in which clients
could heal and achieve their goals.
“We are very excited to receive this funding as it has
taken years of planning and work by local members and
personnel of the Matthew Talbot Homeless Services to
develop this project. It will benefit our clients and the
region through improved infrastructure and ability to
provide homelessness and rehabilitation services to the
marginalised and disadvantaged,” Mr Muir said.
The new facility will provide designated purpose-built
areas for people who are rough sleepers, which is in
line with the objectives outlined in The Road Home,
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Homelessness White Paper (2008), and will ease the
pressure on homelessness services in the area, which
are often full to capacity.
The new cutting-edge facility will provide an
environment for professional learning and
development for staff, clients and external service
providers, which will maximise opportunities to
strengthen current partnerships with TAFE New
England Institute and The University of New England,
and other key services in the region.
The Manager of Freeman House, Scott Sears, said
the project would include the Society’s first regional
Ozanam Learning Centre (OLC); a key part of the
program for Freeman House residents, that will also be
available to the wider community.
“With a comprehensive education program including
computer literacy, vocational skills, health, nutrition
and independent living, the OLC program will be
crucial in achieving community re-integration and
sustained wellbeing, particularly for those living on the
margins,” Mr Sears said.
The St Vincent de Paul Society in NSW recognises
there are several issues around homelessness that
are shared in regional and metropolitan areas. This
includes a lack of services and increased demand
particularly from people who experience addiction,
mental health issues, or family and domestic violence.
There are several ways however, in which the issues
experienced in regional Australia differ to those of
metropolitan areas. These include: higher rates of
Indigenous homelessness; a lack of employment
opportunities, homelessness services and lower
incomes; and a greater lack of domestic and family
violence and mental health services.
The new Freeman House facility will ensure that
the excellent results already achieved in addressing
the factors that contribute to rural homelessness will
continue well into the future. 
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From rock
bottom up

Every night in Australia, 105,000 people
find themselves homeless, almost half
of these are living on the streets. While
the St Vincent de Paul Society operates
a wide range of homeless services
across NSW, many areas remain without
specialist homeless services to support
the needs of people dealing with this
insidious issue.

One service trying to address the issue is Vincentian
House in inner-city Sydney. The service offers housing
for families that are homeless, including women with
teenage boys and fathers with daughters. These are the
kinds of families that often end up being separated
since most shelters do not accept boys over the age of
12, or fathers with children.
Vincentian House has 23 family units and 10 separate
single women’s beds. The majority of people who come
through the door seeking help are couples with children,
although the service also sees groups of siblings with
only one another to lean on and grandparents doing
their best to take care of their grandchildren.
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Vincentian House Casework Services Coordinator, Jay
Gleeson said staff, members and volunteers work with a
wide range of people, many of whom struggle to come
to terms with the situation they find themselves in.
“There are a broad range of reasons as to why people
are homeless – many people still don’t identify as
homeless as they have not slept rough, but in the end,
they have no home to go to. Making them come to
terms with this reality is part of the process.
“If a family works with us, we support them through to
housing,” he said.
Mr Gleeson recalled one particular client who came to
the service with his teenage daughter.
“John and his daughter turned to Vincentian House
at a time when John’s life had hit rock bottom – here
he found the help he needed to rebuild his life and his
relationship with his daughter,” Mr Gleeson said.
John agreed with Mr Gleeson’s recollection. “I had
used Vinnies before for help with my addictions and
homelessness, a meal here, a shower there, but I was never
really ready to let them help me change my life,” John said.
John’s story is a heart-wrenching one. At just 15 a
dealer dropped a packet of heroin in front of him and
three days later he was injecting. Soon he spiralled into
the world of addiction; eventually he began working for
the dealer carrying his little wraps of tinfoil for him.
John’s dad was an alcoholic and had left the family early
on, leaving his mum to raise him and his three sisters.
“We lived in the Blue Mountains when I was younger
and I had a pretty normal childhood really. Bikes, fresh
air, good mates. Money problems meant we had to
move and that’s when I went off the rails I suppose.”

Dropping out of school, John eventually ended up
in and out of jail and rehab, living rough sometimes,
living day by day.
John’s life hit rock bottom when he decided to drive
under the influence of drugs; his 14-year-old daughter
was a passenger in the front seat next to him.
“I don’t really remember what happened, but we rolled
the car, must have been four or five times. I woke up
in hospital with busted ribs, broken collar bone and
a punctured lung. I remember the ambulance people
working on my daughter at the scene, but I lost
consciousness and didn’t come out of it for a few days.
When I woke up I found out that my daughter was
alive but seriously injured.
“I decided I had to make a change and that’s when
Vinnies stepped in,” John said.
At Vincentian House, John and his daughter were
given a place to live. John worked hard with a personal
counsellor. He got off methadone, found work and got
his life back together.
Despite the turmoil, John and his daughter continued
to share a very strong and loving relationship.
Each day John would leave a note on the door of
their accommodation before he headed off to work
reminding his daughter how much he loved her.
Today John and his daughter live in their own
accommodation, John works fulltime and his daughter
is doing well at school and hopes to be accepted into
university next year to study journalism.
“We’ve made it. I’m different and it’s because Vinnies
were there; supporting me, guiding me, helping me
when I really needed it.” 
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the right
to dignity

Fifty years ago a line of men experiencing
homelessness snaked around Whitmore
Square, some waiting hours for a warm
bed and a meal in Adelaide’s only men’s
night shelter. Since then, the Vincentian
Centre has helped keep 50,000 men off
Adelaide’s streets at night. It’s never
closed its doors since opening in 1961.
Now celebrating its 50th year, Mike Wockel, director
of Homeless Persons Accommodation Services for the
St Vincent de Paul Society in South Australia, says the
queue may have diminished but the number of men
who are homeless remains constant and today they need
more than just shelter.
“We’ve become a catchment pool for people with more
demanding and complex needs,” he said.
In the 1960s, the majority of men were middle-aged
and seeking crisis accommodation due to a family
breakdown. They were often short-term stayers just
needing a bed and a meal for one or two nights.
Today, Mr Wockel said often, the homeless men
needing help most are those with mental health issues,
drug and alcohol dependencies and problem gamblers
caught in the homeless cycle of abuse, poverty
and unemployment.
“It certainly has changed over the years,” he said.
Mr Wockel, 56, has been heading the men’s shelter for the
past 15 years and has witnessed many of the changes ﬁrst
hand. The most important of which, he said, was removing
the institutionalisation of people who are homeless and
restoring them with dignity, privacy and pride.
Initially opened as a 4pm to 8am crisis accommodation
service for 25 men, the centre had three dormitories,
a common shower block and a staple dinner menu of
mashed potatoes and meat pie. Men were given pyjamas
to bunker down for the night in hospital beds until the
doors re-opened the next day. The centre, run solely by a
group of about 30 volunteers and without government
funding, was open seven days a week all year round.
As demand for the service increased, up to 200 men
would start lining up around 3pm vying for 50 beds.
Those lucky enough to get a spot were then forced back
onto the streets after 8am the next day.

This year, the centre has opened its doors 24 hours a day,
is run by paid staff and volunteers and provides men with
nutritious, balanced meals. Men are able to stay after
their breakfast and access a raft of services and resources
to address: family/relationship breakdown, drug and/
or alcohol addiction, mental health and income support
issues, affordable and safe housing, lack of living skills
and gambling addiction.
“The centre and its amazing group of past and
present volunteers have adapted to meet the very, very
challenging needs of the men over the years and that is
remarkable in itself as many organisations would have
just closed up shop – we never have,” Mr Wockel said.
The shelter underwent a multi-million dollar
refurbishment in 2001 to create single bedrooms and
some shared accommodation for 49 homeless men
from the age of 18 years. It provides case management,
referrals to other organisations and social support. Last
year the centre helped 910 men, provided 9,821 bed
spaces, 6,109 dinners and 2,102 breakfasts.
The Vincentian Centre ﬁrst opened in May 1961 as a
Special Work of the St Vincent de Paul Society in South
Australia and is managed by the Homeless Persons
Accommodation Services Committee. It is funded by the
State Department for Families and Communities under
the National Affordable Housing Agreement and the
St Vincent de Paul Society, as well as corporate and
private sponsors. A key fundraiser for the Society, and the
Centre, is the CEO Sleepout held at the Adelaide Zoo.
St Vincent de Paul Society SA state president Dominic
Lagana said the Vincentian Centre was a shining
example of the Society’s mission to live out the Catholic
ethos of helping those less fortunate.
He said Mr Wockel, volunteers and the centre’s
Homeless Persons Accommodation Services Committee
had worked tirelessly to provide a warm bed, food
and an exit point from homelessness for Adelaide’s
disadvantaged with dignity and respect.
“This milestone recognises the amazing work that has
been achieved from the shelter’s inception 50 years ago
to today,” Mr Lagana said.
He said recent milestones included a reorganisation of
management systems to better coordinate programs
across the Society and the new Vincentian Alliance.
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“This shelter lives out the mission of the gospel by
serving the poor irrespective of race, colour or creed and
that’s the reality here and it’s a reality that happens day
after day on a 24-hour basis all year round.”
Back in time
1961

MAY 1961

1996
1998/99
NOV 2001

JAN 2002
May 2002
DEC 2002
FEB 2003
MAR 2011
MAY 2011

Adelaide City Councillor Bert Edwards
bequests land and original building at 22
Whitmore Square to the St Vincent de
Paul Society.
St Vincent de Paul Homeless Shelter for
men opens for crisis accommodation for
25 men from 4pm to 8am. Demand slowly
increases to provide for 50 men over the
years. Run by volunteers.
4pm curfew lifted to 11pm.
Introduction of food nutrition project,
access to education programs.
Shelter temporarily relocates to Waymouth
St during renovations at Whitmore Square.
Society purchases nearby restaurant on
Whitmore Square.
Restaurant re-opens after refurbishment to
serve ﬁrst meal.
Demolition of shelter at Whitmore Square
begins.
Whitmore Square’s Vincentian Centre
reopens to men in time for Christmas.
Ofﬁcial opening of renovated Vincentian
Centre.
Centre opens from 18 hours/day to 24
hours/ day.
Vincentian Alliance formed, which joins
services between the St Vincent de Paul
Society, Hutt Street Centre and the
Frederic Ozanam Housing Association.

On the home stretch
Two years ago, Adelaide man Steve Allen sat dazed and
confused in his car for six days. He did not talk, eat or
drink. He wanted to end his life.
The death of his mother had triggered a deep, depressive
episode for Steve which was compounded by a gambling
addiction. His luck changed when he was found by

police in an Adelaide car park and taken to the Queen
Elizabeth Hospital. There, he was treated for severe
depression, and, broke and homeless, was referred to the
Vincentian Centre in Whitmore Square.
Now 200 days clear of a bet and holding down a job
at an Adelaide bakery for nine months, Steve credits
his turnaround to Mike Wockel and his staff at the
Vincentian Centre.
“They taught me how to live again,” says Steve, 47.
Steve is Mike’s “success story” – a story recently heard by
about 90 Adelaide CEOs sleeping rough last month to
raise money for the homeless.
Following his stay at the Vincentian Centre, Steve
returned to his previous partner and began to revert
to old habits when the relationship broke down for a
second time.
He returned to Whitmore Square and began a path
to recovery, which included attending Gamblers
Anonymous and completing a food handling course.
“I don’t feel stressed anymore,” says Steve of his new life.
“My life is slowly getting back on track.”
His future plans include studying social work. “It’s just
my way of giving back to the community. I am really
passionate about doing something like that.” 
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housing is
a social good

Bishop Edmund ‘Ted’ Collins led the
Catholic Church in the northern
Territory for more than 20 years. His
leadership was characterised by quiet
but effective development, and by good
relations with bodies such as the
St Vincent de Paul Society.

It is for these reasons that the Society in the Northern
Territory decided to name its new 20 unit housing
complex in Darwin in memory of such a dear friend
and supporter. The Ted Collins Village was officially
opened on the 5th of September 2011.
The new facility was built in response to Darwin’s
extreme housing crisis, which has contributed to a high
occupancy rate and to large numbers of individuals and
families living in poverty. Families receiving an average
income are forced to spend up to 45 per cent of this
income on housing. Those living on fixed incomes or
working in the service industry are virtually forced
out of the housing market. The reliance on the public
housing system has pushed it to breaking point.
Vincentians first identified a dire need for a residential
facility for men experiencing homelessness back
in 1985. They approached the Bishop of the day,
Bishop O’Loughlan for permission to convert an
old dilapidated and abandoned orphanage into a
residential facility for homeless men and thus the
Bakhita Centre was established. In subsequent years
the Bakhita management committee recognised the
growing need for services to support the homeless. The
old Bakhita Centre, now in its 26th year of operation,
needed an investment to be able to provide the support
that residents required.
This is what precipitated a second appeal to the
Diocese by Vincentians in Darwin. Bishop Ted
who had seceded Bishop O’Loughlan in 1986 also
acknowledged the need for improved services. It was
the Bishop’s respect for the Society’s work, its ethos,
its members and particularly, those the Society served,
that encouraged Bishop Ted to gift the Bakhita site to
Vinnies. The St Vincent de Paul Society now had the
opportunity to invest and grow, to improve and build
on the services it offered to Darwin’s homeless.

Encouraged into action by a confluence of
circumstances; the release of the white paper on
homelessness and the global financial crisis, the
federal government requested Expressions of Interest
(EoI) from the NGO sector to build affordable
accommodation. A one line EoI from the St Vincent
de Paul Society coincided with the NT Government’s
willingness to invest in housing.
The Society then enlisted the support of the private
sector to pull together an application. Invaluable
support from a leading Darwin developer meant that
the Society had surveyed, designed and costed a 20
x 2 bedroom unit complex to be constructed on the
Bakhita property. This support helped the Society be
successful in its bid, then ensured that the complex was
completed within the specified time frame, no mean
feat considering that we experienced one of the Top
End’s most severe wet seasons. The Society also had to
overcome the difficulties that locating such a facility
on the same site as a homeless men’s hostel posed in
preserving both the privacy of homeless tenants and
the new residents of the Ted Collins Village.
By May 2011, Ted Collins Village received its first
tenant, an Aboriginal man, wheelchair bound and
residing in the Royal Darwin Hospital due to the
lack of suitable and affordable housing. By June 2011
Ted Collins Village was 100 per cent occupied with
a mix of clients including, single parent families,
working couples, infirm, disabled, young and old. The
Society was able to give these families respite from
the crippling rents, from over crowding, from couch
surfing and from abuse.
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There are many success
stories to tell
This is just one story about a family, who became tenants
of Ted Collins Village in Darwin and what it meant
to them. The abridged article was first published on the
Department of Families, Housing, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs website. Names have been changed.
Living in Ted Collins Village has helped turn around
the lives of Bill and Wendy and their four teenage
children. The family, originally from Daly River south
west of Darwin, has spent the past few years without a
home of their own, living with friends and relatives in
Darwin, including an extended stay on a veranda. This
living arrangement caused difficulty for the family and
placed the children at risk. Today the family lives in
two new two-bedroom apartments at the Ted Collins
Village and says life is good.
“Moving here has bettered my life,” Bill said. “They
say that if I was still living the way I was they were
going to have to amputate my two legs because of the
diabetes. Here, it has improved our life.”
Wendy and Bill’s three school-aged children are
attending school and enjoying it. The family has also
established its own set of house rules, something
they plan to take with them when they move to more
permanent public housing accommodation.
“Putting house rules to the kids, we didn’t do that
before. And we want those house rules continued
when we get our other home,” Bill said. “There are a
lot of bad things said about Indigenous people. When
people come and visit us they can’t believe how good
the units are, how we keep it.”
Bill said working with their own case worker and
accessing support services has been a revelation for him
and his family. The family receives financial counseling
and support from Ironbark Community Services. The
Ironbark case worker liaises with the St Vincent de
Paul Society so there is a lot of trust, communication
and team work.
“We really appreciate that,” Bill said. “We are now also
in the system of budgeting. We hardly get any money
so we’ve got to work out how much food has got to
come into the house and we’ve never done that before.”

Bill said a lot of Aboriginal people are “too shame” to
accept the offer of support. “Aboriginal people need to
use these services and listen to those options because
that’s what helped us. If we didn’t use them, we would
still be in the same situation.”
There are many more such stories to tell. Vincentcare
provides property management services to the tenants of
Ted Collins Village. The Society asks that tenants retain
the referring agency as their case manager and therefore
that resident’s transition out of the Village within the 12
month period is stipulated in the lease.
The more wrap around services the Village can connect
with, will result in more sustainable outcomes for the
tenants. The Ted Collins Village and this model of shared
case management has already resulted in the St Vincent
de Paul Society in the Northern Territory expanding
services to cater for demographics not catered for in
Darwin’s supported accommodation system. For example
single women, the disabled and single men with children.
The mix of residents has helped create community;
neighbours are pitching in to care for the kids, birthday
parties are well attended and all look out for each
other. It is hoped that by fostering this caring for our
neighbours such actions will follow the resident to their
new accommodation, breaking down isolation and
building community. 
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I WAS
HOMELESS ...

In Australia in the 21st century,
the question remains how we as a
community, can rise to the challenge:
“I was homeless and you took me in…”?
(Matthew 25:35)

This year, the St Vincent de Paul Society in
Queensland has risen to that challenge and has
increased its housing stock from 314 to 558 beds for
people facing homelessness.
The majority of this growth came in the form of
long-term housing projects through partnerships with
federal, state and local governments, as well as through
parish partnerships.
This growth demonstrates the Society’s core belief
in the need to separate itself from the old ‘hand out’
models of addressing homelessness that used to simply
provide a bed for the night, or a warm meal to tide
someone over.
The St Vincent de Paul Society of Queensland’s
Families Back on Track project is a good example of
this spirit of working towards long term solutions.
A one-of-a-kind housing facility that keeps family
units together, the program provides medium term
accommodation for single parents with children. The
program also helps to equip parents with life skills,
such as budgeting and cooking, and connects the
family with important community services through
the on-site support team. The aim is to help combat
the difficulties and issues that have lead families to the
point of homelessness, and enable them to deal with
the issues.
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Since the project opened in July 2009, 50 parents and
85 children have successfully transitioned through the
Families Back on Track program and found long term,
affordable accommodation in the wider community.
Alicia* is one of the program’s many success stories.
She first met with the St Vincent de Paul Society in
Queensland when she was 19 as a result of her life
spiralling out of control. (*Not her real name)
Alicia had been living on the streets and couch-surfing
since the age of 14, and began regularly using drugs.
Following police involvement, Alicia entered rehab at
15. However she resumed using drugs upon release.
She regularly fell asleep in public places, and bounced
from one abusive relationship to the next.
Pregnant at 17, Alicia fought post-natal depression
and attempted suicide in the months after her baby
was born. In an effort to protect herself from the
violence of the baby’s father, Alicia fought back.
Police charged Alicia and she received a non-custodial
sentence and moved into a run-down, local motel
paying exorbitant rent.
Alicia had been involved on a voluntary basis with
Queensland Child Safety Services for a few months
but admitted to using marijuana on a daily basis and
having little motivation to make any positive changes
to her life. She said she came to The Familes Ba ck on
Track program as a last resort because she was “sick of
living like this”.
Following six months of working intensively with her
Support Worker, Alicia made significant progress. She
participated in a parenting course which improved
her parenting skills and her awareness of her parental

responsibilities. A family routine was drawn up, and
Alicia’s son’s bedtime became 7pm instead of 11pm.
Alicia participated in a money management course.
Prior to moving to Families Back on Track, Alicia was
unaware of what amounts she owed and to whom.
Debts were soon identified and a repayment schedule
established, and during her time at Families Back on
Track, she officially became debt-free. She attended
other courses run by Families Back on Track support
workers and became interested in self-improvement.
Alicia enrolled her son in a childcare centre so that he
was given the opportunity to develop his cognitive and
social skills.
Through the supportive Families Back on Track team,
Alicia now understands that the key to improvement of
her life’s circumstances and avoiding the poverty trap
lies in education and employment. Alicia enrolled and
completed a course through the local TAFE College and
looks forward to obtaining employment by the end of
this year. The final breakthrough came with Alicia being
offered public housing, giving her and her son secure
and affordable housing and enabling them to fully
transition out of the Families Back on Track program.
Alicia’s story is indicative of what the St Vincent de
Paul Society in Queensland is doing. Gone are the days
of the 19th century concept of charity and charitable
practice. The Society believes the God-Man, Jesus
Christ, gives authentic and substantive life to all who
accept his invitation to be real people. Standing with
those in greatest housing need and enabling them to be
constructive contributors to the life of the community
is the basis of its mission. Drenched in this conviction,
it cannot do otherwise. 
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What you see depends
on where you stand

In 1973, the St Vincent de Paul Society
purchased a rundown Guest House at
Warwick Street, Hobart, to convert
into an overnight shelter. A year later,
the founding members recognised
it was uncompassionate to support
men experiencing homelessness
overnight then expect them to
wander the streets during the day.
The result is Bethlehem House, a 24hour incorporated organisation now
providing for 44 men, and (mostly
funded) by the Department of Health
and Human Services’ Housing Tasmania.

The Bethlehem House experience would suggest that,
by immersing oneself in the process, one is touched by
another’s expectations, instructed by their perceptions,
inspired by the agenda of their lives that real change
can happen.
Consider Paul’s story:
Paul had been employed as a clerk and cleaner but lost
his employment through an injury. Loneliness and his
inability to work contributed to alcohol issues and him
arriving on the doorstep of Bethlehem House. Today, he
feels that he has drinking under control and next year
Paul intends to go to TAFE to study Occupational Health
and Safety as he has previously completed an introduction
course. He is also beginning to re-establish a relationship
with his daughter.
What is the lesson here? As we engage with people
like Paul, we have a relationship that is unconsciously
stated at the very beginning. On the one side, we have
a person immersed in a situation of life where he is
seeking to move his life forward but does not have the
capacity to do so. On the other, there is a person, who
is offering a helping project, who can marshal resources
and allow that person to begin the process of change.
Immediately there is a situation of inequality.
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What is at stake is ownership of the process, the
dignity of the human person, the innate capacity we
all have to transform our lives and engage with one
another as human beings. This is not easy. In answering
the question, we liberate ourselves into the fragile task
of personal and social transformation.
Slowly but inevitably in this process, Vincentians like
those at Bethlehem House learn to discover a truth
about themselves that sets them free. They recognise
that there is an inheritance of all who have been born,
educated and successfully socialised into our social
system. Put simply, it is not a matter of action for
justice flowing from educated, professional and more
sensitive thinking. Rather, it is the action itself that is a
condition for the broader thinking.
We are, in gospel language, born blind. The question
a man who is homeless asks us is how can we all be
healed? Certainly not by good will alone although
that may be a start. It is rather that, in engaging with
people in need, we surrender our control, whatever the
professional requirements a task or project might have.
Control over the process is, after all, what distinguishes
us from people in disadvantage. In other words, in
virtue of our place in society, we look upon reality from
a certain angle and acquire a mindset which defines
the way we think, the way we act and the way we
express ourselves professionally, socially and religiously.
Otherwise, how is it that we draw so much comfort
and meaning from an ethical or religious framework
that supposedly cherishes a fair go for all and at times
manages little more than compassionate anguish in
the face of people who, week after week, request our
assistance, our support, our solidarity?
How do we let go of our control? This is the
lesson from a person experiencing homelessness to
Vincentians as members, volunteers, professionals.
Whatever level of involvement, whatever the program,
funded or otherwise, we are a work in progress, seeking
the dream of Bld Frederic Ozanam. May the world,
he prayed, be like the early Christian community who
understood what this reality might mean. They pooled
their resources, emotional, spiritual, as well as material
and distributed all they had so that no one was in want.
We strive, said Frederic, so that this can be a reality in
our time. 
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housing is a
fundamental freedom

It is well evidenced and recognised that
people experiencing homelessness and
or at risk of homelessness form one of
the most powerless and marginalised
groups within our community.

Australia, as recognised by the Supported
Accommodation Assistance Act 1994, has acted
to protect the rights of all its citizens, including people
who are homeless or at risk of homelessness,
by recognising international standards for the
protection of universal human rights and fundamental
freedoms through:
(a) the ratification of the International Covenants on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and on Civil
and Political Rights; and
(b) the ratification of the Conventions on the
Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination,
on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination
against Women and on the Rights of the Child; and
(c) the acceptance of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and of the Declaration on the
Elimination of Violence Against Women;
(d) and the enactment of legislation such as the
Australian Human Rights Commission Act 1986.
(SAAP Act 1994 – Preamble).
During 2011, the St Vincent de Paul Society of
Victoria has continued its efforts to progress towards
the realisation of housing as a human right by direct
service to others and also by leading, engaging and
partnering in policy discourse and advocacy with
like-minded organisations and individuals.
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The State of the Nation
It is generally accepted that homelessness is the sharp
end of poverty. As part of Anti-Poverty Week this
year in Victoria, the St Vincent de Paul Society, in
partnership with the Australian Council of Social
Services, the Public Interest Law Clearing House
and Social Policy Connections held a forum specific
to human rights and Poverty. The forum was well
attended and provided an opportunity to revisit
traditional paradigms of conceptualising and tackling
the poverty issue to a human rights approach, including
the right to adequate housing. The forum also laid a
strong a foundation for ongoing collaboration and
projects between organisations and individuals specific
to human rights in 2012.
Everyone is entitled to have
somewhere to call home
The Social Justice Committee hosted the “Everyone
is entitled to have somewhere to call home!” forum
in April 2011. This forum sought to raise awareness
specific to the homelessness and adequate housing
issue, as well as the services and supports available to
people seeking assistance from local conferences. Part
of this forum also focused on practical strategies to
raise awareness on the plight of people experiencing
homelessness within the community including
engaging with local members of Parliament.
VincentCare Victoria
VincentCare has been a strong and committed
advocate in relation to disadvantaged Victorians having
improved access to housing throughout 2011.
Highlights have included VincentCare’s participation
in the Victorian State Government’s inquiry into
Opportunities for Participation of Victorian Seniors,
participation in the Victorian Auditor Generals Office
enquiry into Public Housing, presenting a submission
in response to the Victorian Drug and Alcohol
framework consultations, a formal response to the
Victorian Department of Human Services consultation
on new minimum standards for Rooming Houses,
support of the National Disability Insurance Scheme,
Every Australian Counts campaign and participation
in the private rental market survey and report being
undertaken by the Victorian Human Rights and Equal

Opportunity Commission regarding discrimination in
the private rental market.
Alongside our commitment to structural advocacy,
VincentCare has endeavoured to build our capacity in
relation to direct service delivery.
In August this year, VincentCare submitted a proposal
to the Commonwealth Department of Health and
Ageing to manage an additional 45 special needs
Community Aged Care Packages in the North West
metropolitan region of Victoria.
Additional Community Aged Care packages would
greatly enhance the work currently being achieved with
disadvantaged older people at risk of homelessness
living in the community through the Ozanam
Community Centre in North Melbourne.
VincentCare was recently successful in obtaining
additional funding through Home and Community
Care (HACC) for our Housing Service in Glenroy.
HACC has committed three years of funding to
establish an Access and Support program to work with
disadvantaged people with complex needs experiencing
access issues in relation to specialised and mainstream
health services.
The Social Policy and Research unit has undertaken
the responsibility of establishing a VincentCare
Victoria data framework. The framework structure
will track and analyse numerical data and descriptive
information in relation to the delivery of our services
and programs. The establishment of a data framework
will not only be critical in the day to day continuous
quality improvement of our service delivery but further
enhance our advocacy opportunities in relation to
systemic and structural inequality. 
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Our
humanity

In talking about those experiencing
homelessness, it’s fairly hard to go past
asylum seekers and refugees. They are
some of our world’s most vulnerable
people. Not only are homeless, but in
some cases they are state-less. And of
course, these are the same people that
are so often used as political pawns by
our politicians.

Once a month, young Vincentians visit asylum seekers
currently incarcerated at Villawood Immigration
Detention Centre (IDC). The experiences of those
in Villawood IDC serve to remind us that housing
stress need not just take the form of hardship for
individuals and families within our communities, but
a whole community of hardship behind guarded wire
set permanently, yet seemingly invisible, in the western
suburbs of Sydney.
In our visits to Villawood, we seek to provide, at its
simplest, the fundamental gifts that Vincentians have
always given: our time, ourselves. We seek to enter
into relationship with people whose voices are either
ignored or suppressed by a failing political process. So
as a testament to those relationships that we seek to
form in our visitations to Villawood, let’s focus on the
people that we have met.
During my last visit, I spent time with five young
Tamil men from Sri Lanka. We sat in the outdoors
visiting area and shared Pringles, a few cups of juice,
TimTams and fruit. They shared a little of themselves:
one was a keen drummer, another liked to play the guitar,
two were single and three were married with children.
Our volunteers simply go in to provide company and
social support. It has always been important for us to
tread lightly around subjects that could be upsetting

for these men. What I have found, though, is that it
is hard to go far in any conversation without running
into the adversities that each face. When asking the
drummer if he got the chance to play the drums much
anymore, he mentioned that there had been a drum kit
at the detention centre, until some of the detainees had
resorted to desperation and rioted earlier in the year.
All the instruments were lost in the subsequent fire.
Obviously, those inside Villawood who are seeking
asylum cannot leave their ‘homes’ like you or me. Yet
they are not described as prisoners by our Government
or their detractors – though even a criminal in a
prison has some idea of when, if ever, he or she shall
be released. Detainees in our Immigration Detention
Centres do not get this luxury. If this does not
exemplify the notion of housing insecurity, then I don’t
know what does.
Not knowing how long you will stay in detention
only serves to add to the constant state of anxiety sits
with every asylum seeker inside. Questions on how
they spend their time each day always return the same
dejected shrugs and sheepish glances. “Nothing”, they
say. As if they are ashamed of it.
Aside from some sport equipment and TVs, the people
inside Villawood have nothing to do and nothing
to occupy themselves with. It is only through the
occasional donation from charitable groups or friends
outside that they might receive art or cooking supplies
or something from their homelands that they might
read. But there is only so much of this a human being
can do before the inevitable clouds of depression take
over. It would not be hyperbolic to suggest that most
if not all asylum seekers inside detention suffer from
some form of depression to varying degrees. This is
to say nothing of the regular turmoils of a life which
inevitably plague us.
One of the men talked of his mother who had been
left behind in Sri Lanka and who, he had recently
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found out, had been diagnosed with cancer. Having
no other family members left to help (members of his
family had been killed in the troubles in Sri Lanka),
he told us of how concerned he was. This gentleman,
like most of the people we met that day, had already
been granted refugee status but was still waiting for
his security clearance from our government. This was a
process that, at the time of writing, had already taken
eight months.
Towards the end of the afternoon, one of the Sri
Lankans told us how keen an artist he was. He
disappeared for a moment and returned with
magazines that his artworks had recently been
published in. Paintings of a daughter he had not seen
in years filled the pages of the magazine. Another
showed us his poetry, also published, which described
leaving a place of horrendous conditions only to feel
completely unwelcome on arrival in Australia.
The conversation ended up on their journey to
Australia. They had spent almost three weeks (over
twenty days) on a boat from Sri Lanka to Australia.
There were 60 people on a boat probably made for
15. One of them was still a teenager. They were taken
to Christmas Island where they waited before being
transferred to Villawood, where they would come to
spend a further two years.
Now they continue to wait – many of them just
waiting for that final clearance. They continue to
wait for us to accept them – to provide them with
not only housing, but a home – a place of safety and
welcome. To treat them as the humans they are rather
than a ‘solution’.
Housing is certainly a human right, but with asylum
seekers our failures as a nation are much greater than
simply failing to provide them with housing. We fail
to allow them access to our humanity and compassion.
This is something that our members and volunteers
try to do even if it is on a small scale. 
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Distant
homes
2010-2011 Overseas Development Report

This year one of the main objectives
of the National Overseas Working
(NOW) group was to help promote
better communication about overseas
development between the NOW team and
the states.
The plan was twofold; to produce a quarterly newsletter
about overseas development and to put together a
roadshow presentation to take out to the overseas
development officers and conference members of each
state. Chairman of the NOW group and National Vice
President, Tony Muir, presented these ideas to the
National Council and, once approved, the plans were
set in motion.
The idea behind the Overseas Development Newsletter
was that it would be put together by a representative
and or administrator of the NOW group, but that the
content would come from all of the states who would
send letters from twins, reports on visits and discussions
on what each state is doing to communicate with their
conferences in support of overseas development. Four
editions of the newsletter have gone out to each state’s
Overseas Development Committee Chair and Officers
for circulation to their committee and conferences.
The response has been great and there have been such
valuable contributions from the states to this wonderful
communication tool. The 2011 newsletters can be
found on the St Vincent de Paul Society website www.
vinnies.org.au and the newsletter will continue, with a
few improvements, in 2012.
On Friday, 8 April 2011 four representatives from the
NOW group traveled to Western Australia for the first
Roadshow 2011 presentation to be held the following
day. A presentation was made to Overseas Partnerships
and Development Committee (OPDC) members, who
were very eager to hear about overseas development
and had plenty of good questions.

The topics presented were about Twinning, projects,
disaster relief, the Assist a Student Program, Pan
Asian Congress/Conference (Panasco) and overseas
administration. Attendees were given an evaluation form
and had the opportunity to comment on each section.
Two NOW representatives documented the meeting,
as well, so the whole group could meet afterward to
discuss all of the feedback and observe areas that needed
improvement and areas that were satisfactory.
In addition to the WA presentation there have been
three very successful Roadshows in Queensland, New
South Wales and Tasmania. Canberra-Goulburn
and South Australia will have hosted a Roadshow, as
well, upon publication of this article. Here are a few
comments from attendees of the Roadshows from
around Australia: “A very worthwhile and informative
presentation”, “I now note the importance of having
Overseas items on our conference meeting agendas”,
“This was the best presentation that I have been to”,
“We were very glad to receive information about
PANASCO as we didn’t know anything at all about
it”, “Loved the images and the ‘story’ the pictures told,
detailing our twin’s lives”, “It is wonderful to see that
with the Assist a Student Program some students go all
the way through the program to be trained up and come
back to assist their community with teaching or a trade”.
The NOW group have thoroughly enjoyed getting
out among members to discuss overseas development
processes face to face. It has been a valuable exercise in
learning from each other and bridging communication
not only between the NOW group and the states but
also state to state. It has been a reminder to that we are
all working together toward a very important common
goal. We have been reminded of the dignity of our
brothers and sisters overseas, that supporting our twins
begins with prayer and communication then finances,
that we have a lot to learn from them and that our lives
can be greatly enriched by the whole process. 
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CURRENT AUSTRALIAN
TWINS BY COUNTRY
Bangladesh
Cambodia
Caroline Islands
Fiji
India
Indonesia
Kiribati
Myanmar
Philippines
PNG
Thailand
Vanuatu

40
23
1
23
1482
303
1
72
258
12
128
9

Total Twinning
Partnerships:

2352

Total AUD in Twinning
Contributions
(for the Financial Yr):
$752,640.00
($80.00 per twin, per quarter)
Total AUD in Grants
(for the Financial Yr):
$287,530.00
(Easter/Christmas Grants)

PROJECTS
for the 2010 - 2011 Financial Yr
India
$32,394.00
PNG
$28,525.00
Thailand
$24,850.00
Cambodia
$21,306.00
Philippines
$15,149.00
Fiji
$6,000.00
Bangladesh
$3,000.00

DISASTER RELIEF
Country
Amount Given

Total AUD
in Projects:

Total AUD
in Disaster Relief:

$131,224.00

New Zealand

$65,200.00

Pakistan

$46,150.00

Japan

$20,000.00

Haiti

$1,000.00
$132, 350.00

ASSIST A STUDENT
students sponsored for the Financial Yr
India
1615
East Timor
351
PNG
382
Myanmar
266
Kiribati
49
Philippines
178
Thailand
375
Vanuatu
34
Total Students
Sponsored:

3,250
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society financial and
property resources

People-in-Need Services

Centres of Charity

Provision by conference members on a one-to-one
basis of:
• food, clothing, household goods, furniture
• accommodation and rental assistance
• assistance with utilities and transport expenses
• medical, dental and allied needs
• school clothing and equipment
• legal and related assistance
• representations to Centrelink
and other government entities
• companionship and friendly assistance on personal
and family matters.

Vinnies properties owned by The Society, enabling:
• people in need of help to make contact with
the Society
• the provision of people-in-need services
• the receiving and processing of donated goods
• the sale of donated goods surplus to the provision of
people-in-need services.

Mental Health Services

Facilities owned and leased by the Society, providing
for homeless women, men and families:
• accommodation, meals, clothing
• medical and dental services
• legal assistance for victims of domestic violence
• services for people with alcohol and drug addiction
problems
• training and learning services to encourage and assist
homeless people to return to independent living with
security and dignity.

Assistance to people living with mental health
problems to obtain:
• professional services
• volunteer friendships for social activities
• training and productive work in supported
employment facilities.
Aged Care
Accommodation and services for aged people in
need of low- to high-care in Society-owned and
eased premises:
• independent living units with access to care services
• home care services.

Funds raised by the sale of goods are applied by
conferences and councils to the delivery of services for
the poor and disadvantaged.
Homeless Services

Funds raised through these facilities are applied to
delivery of the services.

Audited Financial Statements
The St Vincent de Paul Society has eight state and
territory legal entities. Each is incorporated under the
relevant Associations Act and produces its audited
annual accounts in accordance with the relevant
statutory requirements.
This page presents key aspects of their aggregated accounts.

8%

INCOME 2010-2011
$307,048,276

0%

17%
29%
4%

Fundraising
Other income
Government grants
Sale of goods
Client contributions
Change in value of investment

42%

expenses 2010-2011
$298,989,860

20%

31%

Sale of goods
8%
1%
13%
25%

2%

Homeless services
Aged care services
Impairment of held-to-maturity investments
Administration
Fundraising
People in Need Services

The rights of workers must take priority
over the maximisation of profits.
Pope John Paul II

National Council of Australia, PO Box 243, Deakin West, ACT 2600. www.vinnies.org.au

