
| 34 |   ISSUE 609 SEPTEMBER 2018



ROTARYDOWNUNDER.ORG   | 35 |

Be it through birth, age or 
misfortune, to be of able mind 
and body is a privilege denied 

to millions across the globe. 
The physical, emotional and 
financial burdens placed on 
the disabled and their carers 

can be crippling, and in 
poverty-stricken developing 

nations, where literacy 
rates are low, a disability 
can mean ostracism from 

their community and even 
their family. Rotary projects 
near and far are working to 
improve the lives of those 

living with a disability and get 
them out and about in  

the community. 

THE DISABLED

ENABLING 
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WHEN the combined Rotary Clubs of 
Rotorua Charitable Trust, NZ, received 
an appeal to help provide funding 
for a facelift, they jumped in whole-
heartedly. But this was no Hollywood 
brow lift or tummy tuck. This humble 
request involved a building with a lot 
of heart, in serious need of a makeover 
to make it sparkle again.

The St Chads Centre is the base for a 
community of people with intellectual 
disabilities, with the aim of developing 
their independence, choice and 
meaningful community participation. 

Anyone who has lived in Rotorua 
for even the shortest time will know 
the quiet, unassuming little building 
on the corner of Fenton and Devon 
Streets for its cheery gardens. While 
the name has been retained from 
the small wooden church built in the 
1920s, St Chads Centre has, over the 
decades, evolved to be the Life-skills 
Hub it is today.

While government provides just 
over half of the operating costs of 
the organisation, the remainder of 
funding comes from the generosity 
of the community by way of grants, 
partnerships, donations and social 
enterprise. The organisation is unique to 
Rotorua in that it is delivered by Rotorua 
for people in Rotorua. Each month, 200-
300 volunteer hours are delivered by 
approved members of the community to 

FRESH FACE FOR OLD ICON

help the 70 adults aged 16 to 64 who 
come to St Chads for help. 

“St Chads has always been reliant 
on the generosity of so many in the 
Rotorua community, who enable us 
to support our members to live great 
lives,” manager Nicky Mayne said. 
“Ongoing support from the Rotary 
Club of Rotorua Sunrise and the 
connections they have in the wider 
community are hugely appreciated.”

Recently, a whole lot of painting was 
needed, both inside and outside of the 
beloved old building and its subsequent 
additions – but their pocketbook didn’t 
stretch far enough to cover the costs 
of paint, labour, scaffolding and other 
related expenses. 

Subsequently, St Chads received a 
generous grant to cover the majority 
of costs from the combined Rotary 
Clubs of Rotorua Charitable Trust. The 
Rotary Club of Rotorua Sunrise offered 
to take on the painting of the exterior 
of the St Chads buildings. 

Owner of The Renovators Painters & 
Decorators Ltd, Tony Payne, provided 
his professional advice at no cost, 
as well as a significant amount of 
equipment. The building’s exterior 
was washed free of charge by Rotary 
club member Roger Hall, owner of 
Chemwash in Rotorua. Scaffolding 
was required for some of the building’s 
higher faces, which was donated by 
Euro Scaffold Solutions Rotorua.

It took club members roughly 500 
hours to apply approximately 120 
litres of paint to St Chads in order 
to complete stage one. Stage two, a 
smaller job requiring about 120 hours 
of labour, which included painting the 
buildings next door to the main site, 
was also completed. 

The entire project went on without 
incident, apart from the weather, 
which decided a spritz of rain was 
needed almost every day of painting. 
St Chads now has a beautiful fresh 
face for its clients, their families and 
passers-by to enjoy. 

“St Chads is a unique place for 
disabled people in our community 
and being able to contribute to their 
development by upgrading their 
facilities was a privilege for our club,” 
past president Maree Kinder said.
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OVERHAULING NEW ZEALAND’S PLAYGROUNDS

HOW suitable are your playgrounds 
for children, caregivers, parents  
and grandparents? 

An audit undertaken in the wider 
Wellington, NZ, area caused questions 
to be asked and the revitalisation of a 
discussion Rotary clubs in the area had 
with the Porirua City Council.

Why can’t children with a disability 
play in our playgrounds?

The answer is ignorance of need, 
low standard requirements and a 
misunderstanding of the needs of our 
children and the adults with them; and, 
of course, available funds to improve 
the parks. The talks started around 
accessible playgrounds and swings for 
disabled children, but it was quickly 
discovered, with the help of the Otago 
University Physiotherapy Research 
team, that the need was much greater.

“Parks need to be spaces where 
people can just be. They should 
be environments that anyone can 
access. They can provide a sustainable 
opportunity to increase health and 
wellbeing in the population from children 
to grandparents,” Adrienne Murray, of 
the Rotary Club of Plimmerton said.

In a significant and sizeable project, 
the Rotary clubs of Plimmerton and 
Porirua are working with the City 
Council and Otago University to 
find ways to improve local parks. 
After several years, and with some 
research, the project is still in the 
planning stage. For some parks it 
means retrofitt ing and bringing 
them up to date. Others need to 
be completely rebuilt, while a few 

are suitable as they are. Importantly, 
the team is working with the council 
to look at options for a Rotary 
destination playground, one that 
will bring families together to enjoy 
the atmosphere, accessible play 
equipment and facilities such as water 
fountains, seats that are easy to get 
up from, perhaps barbecue facilities, 
paths designed for wheelchair access 
and accessible toilet facilities.
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THERE are a staggering 2.9 million 
children with disabilities in India, 
experiencing lives of poverty and 
marginalisation. 

Parents in the lower castes, who are 
largely illiterate, generally interpret the 
birth of an intellectually disabled child 
as a divine punishment. Often, these 
children are never given names, but 
are rather called by their disability. They 
are subject to severe social exclusion 
within the broader community, without 
appropriate facilities for their recreation, 
rehabilitation and education. 

In 2016, Antoinette Bongiorno, a 
Melbourne-based financial planner 
and donor to many philanthropic and 
charitable organisations in Australia, 
visited the Bodhi Tree Educational 
Foundation School, which is located in 
the Shirpur Village in the state of Bihar. 

There she met with the school’s 
project director Dhirendra Sharma. 

Dhirendra dreamed of establishing a 
facility to provide support to special 
needs children living in impoverished 
conditions in rural areas. He had 
already set aside a multi-purpose 
utility room within the main school to 
house motor skills equipment, as well 
as acquiring a bus to transport children 
to and from school.

Antoinette decided to help start 
up this special school, seeking the 
assistance of Rotary Australia World 
Community Services (RAWCS) to 
oversee the management of her own 
significant donation as well as others. Ish 
Prasad from the Rotary Club of Albert 
Park, Vic, visited the school to ensure an 
effective environment had been created 
to support special needs kids.

In late 2016, through an initial 
gracious donation from the Dalai 
Lama of US$1500, operations were 
kicked off and the new facility took 

in a small group of disabled children. 
Ish visited the school in March 2017 
and recommended that since the 
special school had just about started 
its operation, the success of the 
programs, outcomes and impact to 
the community during the first three 
years would be a key determinant in 
the long-term financial viability of the 
project. Thereafter, the Rotary Club 
of Albert Park, utilising the RAWCS 
financial infrastructure, took over the 
project and in May 2017 transferred 
further funds to the special school. 
Further significant donations to this 
project have recently been received 
from Antoinette.

The special school now has over 
40 students, with several more being 
assessed for enrolment. They are 
from destitute circumstances, with 
disabilities including autism, cerebral 
palsy, Down Syndrome and epilepsy. 

BODHI TREE SPECIAL SCHOOL FOSTERING 
EDUCATION AND INCLUSION
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The school undertakes many 
therapies and activities designed to 
help the children achieve better body 
control, connection to other people 
and to their environment. Basic motor 
skills are developed through games like 
ball throwing and climbing, which also 
help further the social and emotional 
growth of the children through 

interaction with peers. Problem solving 
and cognitive skills are fostered through 
tailored classes teaching identification of 
colours and how to count. For children 
who have spent much of their lives 
shunned, the effect of this schooling is 
transformational. 

Dhirendra has also seen an increasingly 
inclusive attitude develop in their parents 

as they begin to understand what their 
children are capable of. 

With over 160,000 disabled young 
people between 10-19 in the area 
where the school is located alone, 
there is still much to be done. Yet the 
lives of the 40 students already at the 
Bodhi Tree Special School have been  
changed forever. 

“THE SPECIAL SCHOOL 
NOW HAS OVER 40 
STUDENTS, WITH SEVERAL 
MORE BEING ASSESSED 
FOR ENROLMENT. THEY 
ARE FROM DESTITUTE 
CIRCUMSTANCES, WITH 
DISABILITIES INCLUDING 
AUTISM, CEREBRAL PALSY, 
DOWN SYNDROME AND 
EPILEPSY. FOR CHILDREN 
WHO HAVE SPENT 
MUCH OF THEIR LIVES 
SHUNNED, THE EFFECT 
OF THIS SCHOOLING IS 
TRANSFORMATIONAL.”
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DISTRICT 9640’s Rotary Scooters Project on 
Queensland’s Gold Coast provides mobility 
scooters to those suffering restriction in 
movement as a result of illness, advancing age 
or disability. 

The project began in 1994, when the Rotary 
Club of Broadbeach purchased a scooter to 
assist someone known to a club member. They 
decided to set up a scheme to help others in 
similar situations, in which scooters would 
be hired out until the user had no further use  
for them. 

By 2012, they had a fleet of 50 scooters, but 
with further demand beyond their capabilities, 
they invited other Rotary clubs on the Gold 
Coast to participate. The Rotary Club of Burleigh 
Heads readily accepted and started with their 
first new scooter in 2012, which the Rotary 
Club of Broadbeach sourced, along with an 
additional six used scooters, to set their project 
in motion. Today, Mobility Scooters is the Rotary 
Club of Burleigh Heads’ flagship community 
service project, with their fleet of 48 scooters 
seen moving around Northern NSW up to the 
Northern suburbs of the Gold Coast. 

Without the financial means to hire or purchase 
a scooter, the only alternative is a wheelchair. 
This results in many becoming unnecessarily 
housebound, as wheelchairs typically lack 
outdoor versatility and cannot be powered for 
long by the physically weak alone. 

The Rotary Scooters Project has given many new-
found freedom, confidence and independence 
through the ability to get out and about under 
their own steam, running errands and taking part 
in normal social activities. Each mobility scooter 
costs the club up to $5000, but are provided to 
users for a minimum of $1 per annum. 

Through the initiative of project officer David 
Ungar, the club has been able to obtain four 
grants totalling $81,000 over the past four years 
to fund the purchase of new scooters. These 
came from the Coffs Harbour based Enterprise 
and Training Company, Queensland Government 
Gambling Community Benefit Fund, Jupiter’s 
Casino Community Benefit Fund and via local 
Federal MP Karen Andrews, the Australian 
Government Stronger Communities Program. 
All running costs for the scooters are covered 
by the club’s funds, including comprehensive 
insurance. RACQ kindly fits tubes supplied by the 
club for free. Elite Mobility Scooters of Southport 
provides service and maintenance with no  
labour charge.

THE Rotary Club of Coffs Harbour South, NSW, and Coffs 
Harbour Council united to provide a $90,000 accessibility 
upgrade in the city CBD to assist those living with a disability. 

The brainchild of the Rotary club, Rotarians undertook 
most of the construction work and fit-out involved in the 
installation of new amenities in the central Castle Street 
Carpark block. The existing disabled toilets and public 
shower now include a specialised bed hoist and showering 
facilities for people with severe disabilities. 

“This will mean they can come into town and be involved 
in any functions knowing they’ll be comfortable,” club 
member Peter Dickson-Smith said.

While new buildings are subject to accessibility standards, 
there is still work to be done in creating truly inclusive 
community spaces. 

“Unfortunately, the standards at the moment only cater 
to 80-85 per cent of the disabled population,” Peter said.

Through its Community Capital Infrastructure Grants 
program, the council made a contribution of $35,000, 
which funds not-for-profit organisations that wish to build 
new or refurbish existing public facilities. The new works 
also include a mural created by up-and-coming local artist 
Ben Fayle.

The amenities were officially opened by Coffs Harbour 
Mayor, Councillor Denise Knight, and are now open for 
public use. 

“I was delighted to learn that the whole scheme was 
completed on time and below budget – not just because 
of the extraordinary amount of work done by the members 
of the Rotary Club of Coffs Harbour South, but also the 
fact that many of the businesses engaged to do work on 
the project decided to donate their own time and materials 
too,” Mayor Knight said. “People with severe or profound 
disabilities and their families find it difficult to get out and 
about unless they have access to these kinds of facilities, so 
I’m thrilled that Council was able to help the Rotary Club 
of Coffs Harbour South with this very important project.”

OUT AND ABOUT ON 
THE GOLD COAST

ACCESSIBILITY UPGRADE 
TO COFFS CBD
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Members of the Rotary Club of Burleigh Heads 
are involved in the project by providing storage 
facilities and visiting each hirer at Christmas with 
a cake and to chat. It is also an opportunity to 
receive the annual hire fee of $1, ascertain 
the hirer’s usage of the scooter and undertake  
an inspection.

Burleigh Heads community radio station 
4CRB has made on-air promotions to help with 
donations of scooters and finding new hirers. 

For advice on how to set up a mobility scooter 
project contact David Ungar via dauvik@bigpond.
net.au or visit www.burleighheadsrotary.com.au 

“THE ROTARY SCOOTERS 
PROJECT HAS GIVEN 
MANY NEW-FOUND 
FREEDOM, CONFIDENCE 
AND INDEPENDENCE 
THROUGH THE ABILITY 
TO GET OUT AND 
ABOUT UNDER THEIR 
OWN STEAM, RUNNING 
ERRANDS AND TAKING 
PART IN NORMAL 
SOCIAL ACTIVITIES.”

AMONG  the many 
recipients of the Rotary 
Club of Broadbeach’s 
mobility scooter program is Emily 
Gerhardt,  of North Talwood, west  
of Goondiwindi. 

Emily was involved in a terrible accident that 
saw her trapped under a horse float for five 
hours when changing a tyre, in the middle of 
summer. As a result, Emily lost her leg from the 
hip down and suffered from burns caused by the 
hot sun on the metal. 

Only in her early 20s, Emily’s whole life has 
changed. She spent eight months at the Princess 
Alexandra Hospital and has had to learn how to 
re-adapt to life after her release, with the added 
challenge of living in a regional area. The Rotary 
Club of Broadbeach donated a scooter to assist 
Emily with the transition.

“I know things aren’t going to be easy, but 
easy is not my middle name,” Emily said. “I want 
to be able to do all the activities on a farm. I will 
get on the bike and go out mustering. It might 
not be next week or in six months or even in 18 
months’ time, but it will happen.”

COUNTRY 
GIRL 
ON THE 
MOVE
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THROUGH local radio station 4RO, 
the Rockhampton Special School 
in Queensland made an appeal for 
contributions to enable the school to 
purchase a 12-seater bus equipped 
with a wheelchair lift. After the 
promotional campaign, and many 
years of fundraisers and donations, 
the school had raised $22,000 – a 
considerable amount, but far short 
of what was needed for a specially  
fitted vehicle. 

When Graham Hubbert, of the 
Rotary Club of Rockhampton North, 
heard the result, he asked the club to 
consider providing the remaining funds 
required. Following an enthusiastic 
response from members, the club 
contributed $52,000 – the biggest 
single donation, at this time, the club 
has made in its 58-year history. Funds 
were predominately raised from the 
Rocky Swap, a joint venture between 
the Rotary Club of Rockhampton 
North and CQ All Classic Motor Club, 
assisted by all local Rotary and Lions 
clubs, as well as other school and 
sport-based organisations. 

Ian Weigh Toyota supplied the 
vehicle at a significant cost saving 
and Centre State Signs donated the 
signage, which will promote Rotary 
for many years. There was also 
significant local media coverage, 

ROTARY REVS UP ROCKHAMPTON 
SPECIAL SCHOOL

including a television segment on 
Seven News. 

Most importantly, the students of 
the Rockhampton Special School can 
now get to and from school activities 
to foster learning and inclusion 
in the community – and no child 
will have to be left behind due to  
mobility constraints. 

The children boarded the bus for 

their first ride with cheers and smiles. 
“I heard one of them saying they 

want to camp in it – so they’re 
really excited,” said the school’s P&C 
president Cheryl Holznagel. 

“That’s why we’re all volunteers in 
a community services group; to give 
back and put smiles on the faces of 
people who really deserve it,” club 
president Rod Green said. 


