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Established in 1980, PICAL is a part of the
Gippsland region's Neighbourhood Houses Victoria
organisation. Neighbourhood Houses aim to bring
people together to connect, learn and contribute
in their local community through social,
educational, recreational and support activities,
using a community-based approach. 

Here at PICAL we work towards developing strategies to
improve our community whilst understanding and valuing
its uniqueness. We endeavour to provide a strong, safe and
vibrant community that values diversity and gender equity.
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We acknowledge and thank the Traditional
Owners of the land, the Boon Wurrung Tribe, on
which we meet, walk, work and live.

We acknowledge the Elders past and present and
the care they have given this country.
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OUR PURPOSE
PICAL supports and empowers our community
through education and specialised services. 
Our programs help build self-confidence,
optimism and resilience to better cope in crisis,
reduce disadvantage and enhance success in
study, relationships and career. 

OUR VISION 
Every person has the opportunity to achieve their
full potential and participate in and contribute to
all aspects of community life. 

OUR PROMISE
Empowering and Connecting People.
Strengthening and Supporting our Community. 

MISSION AND 
CORE VALUES
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Secured almost $182,000 in grant funding and
$38,000 in donations
Supported Boomerang Bags to make over
1,500 bags for our food relief hampers.
Fed 5,489 people from our Phil Dixon Pantry
emergency food relief service
Ran 469 sessions for adult learners and
community networks 
Grew our volunteer base from 45 to 123 active
volunteers
Reinvigorated and expanded our community
garden

I also wish to acknowledge the support of many in
our community; in particular the Bass Coast Shire
Council for its work with us on a new home for
PICAL, the Community Foundation of the local
Bendigo Bank branches (Cowes, San Remo and
Grantville), local Members of Parliament, Jordan
Crugnale MP and Russell Broadbent MP; and the
State Government of Victoria for its ongoing major
support of PICAL.

This past year has highlighted to us all the critical
importance of PICAL’s role in the community,
and reinforced the need for us all to work to
maintain this level of community contribution.

Over the year PICAL:

It is with great pleasure that I present this annual
report of the operations of PICAL. It has been a 
very challenging year in every sense; particularly
with Covid-19 and the need to secure a new home
for PICAL.
 
May I offer a very big thanks to the current
Committee members and those who left during 
the year; our hard working Centre Manager Greg
Thompson and the PICAL staff; and our incredible
volunteers. Their work this year in not only
maintaining our services but in coping with the
community demands and stresses of living 
through a pandemic has been outstanding.

Particular thanks go to several Committee members
and previous Chairs Steve Munro, Kylie McMurray
and Barbara Parrott who left PICAL after making a
major contribution to its success. Two longstanding
volunteers, Marie Pillar and Juli Shadlow, also
departed and we are extremely grateful for their
contributions over the year.

CHAIR'S
FOREWORD
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PICAL continues to manage its finances prudently,
which is highly important for a charity’s survival and
reputation, and delivers over 85% of its income in
direct community services. PICAL will finish the year
within its budget and in a good financial position.
 
PICAL has also worked to develop a new look
branding for its operations and to develop a new
Strategic Plan for the future.

During the year, PICAL participated in two studies 
of the value of the services we deliver. These
studies found that PICAL delivered between 
3.2 – 3.8 dollars in social value, for every dollar
income we received. This is the power of a 
volunteer-based organisation.

In addition to Covid-19, PICAL has faced the big
challenge of securing a new home for its operations,
as it has to leave its current site in late 2021 to make
way for an expansion of the Phillip Island Community
Hospital. This has been of significant concern to the
PICAL Committee, as we cannot have any disruption
to the continuity of our operations.

In late 2019 the Bass Coast Shire Council purchased
the ‘Old Warley Hospital’ site on Warley Avenue in
Cowes as the future home for PICAL and budgeted
funds for a new building. Detailed planning is well
underway with construction planned for the second
half of 2021. The new building design has been
developed in close consultation with PICAL.

CHAIR'S
FOREWORD
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Jeff Floyd
C H A I R P E R S O N

Regretfully the new building is not sufficient
to accommodate Boomerang Bags Phillip Island &
San Remo, which in an independent operation but a
vital part of the PICAL family. The overall site also
cannot accommodate PICAL’s community garden.

I am pleased to report that the Bass Coast
Council has worked closely with PICAL to identify a
separate ‘satellite’ PICAL site that can accommodate
both Boomerang Bags and the community garden. 

The Council has committed to assist in the
development of a concept plan, to consider
approval of a site and to consider a budget
provision in its 2021-2022 budget.

Again, my sincere thanks to everyone involved with
PICAL over the last year.



Neighbourhood House Community Centres like PICAL
play a vital role in providing an ongoing central hub
for building cohesiveness, inclusion and resilience
throughout our local communities. In 2020, with the
East Gippsland bushfires in the early months, and
then the global COVID pandemic, this role became
more important than ever before.

Once again, and particularly so in “the year of COVID”,
we are indebted to our fabulous team of caring,
compassionate but most of all highly professional
staff and volunteers. Not only for keeping PICAL open
and available throughout the pandemic, but also for
significantly contributing to keeping our wider
community afloat and relatively safe and healthy
during this catastrophic year.

I want to thank everyone who has supported us this
year. In addition to the Victorian State Government
that funds our core activities and our extremely
generous local community who donate significant
amounts of cash and goods to PICAL each year, the
following organisations have assisted with grants and
ongoing support:

CENTRE 
MANAGER 
FOREWORD

South Coast Primary Care Partnership
Managed Bits IT Systems Management
Master Audio-Visual (MAV)
Capeview Mitre 10 Cowes
Be Connected
Australia Post
Pinch-a-poo
Share the Dignity
MacGregor Barristers and Solicitors, St. Kilda
South Coast Kitchens
Waterfront Computers
Bern Carroll Singer Songwriter
St.Vincent de Paul Conference, Cowes
Congregation of the Cowes Baptist Church
Alfred Felton Bequest
Phillip Island Rotary Club
Phillip Island RSL
Phillip island Community Services Group
Boomerang Bags Phillip Island and San Remo
Rhyll Boomerang Bags 
CYC Adventure Resort Phillip Island
Cape Kitchen Restaurant
San Remo Butchers
Bimbadeen Eggs
Herd Of Cowes Butchers
CWA Cowes.
St Phillip's Anglican Church Kitchen Cowes
Bass Valley Landcare Group
Phillip island Community Orchard
Phillip Island Football and Netball Club
Rusty Water Brewery
Aldi Supermarket Cowes
Coles Supermarket Cowes
Woolworths Supermarket Cowes
The Island Grocer
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Bass Coast Shire Council
Bass Coast Health
Westernport Water
Bendigo Bank Community Foundation 
Bennelong Foundation 
Victorian Managed Insurance Authority (VMIA)
Neighbourhood Houses Victoria
Adult, Community and Further Education (ACFE) 



REPORT OF 
OPERATIONS

From Bushfires to Sewing Bees
In February, the Phillip Island and San Remo
chapter of Boomerang Bags, which operates from
PICAL, responded to the devastation of East
Gippsland’s wildlife, by running a huge sewing bee
with over 200 people involved, to make animal
wraps and pouches for injured wildlife. 

This effort not only attracted international media
interest, but also led to Boomerang Bags taking out
the prestigious 2020 Neighbourhood Houses Award
for “Building Community Resilience”. PICAL’s
bushfire food relief campaign also was one of three
finalists in these 2020 Awards.

And then something never seen before
PICAL’s Centrelink Agency experienced long queues
of people who had lost their jobs and were signing-
up for unemployment benefits, just like the scenes
at most other Centrelink Agencies around 
the country.

In the early days of COVID, PICAL’s Centrelink
Agency came across many local people who had
never registered for any government support
before.Most of them had never created the
necessary online profiles and accounts to access
these benefits. Some of them lacked the formal
identity documents needed to create these online
profiles.

The Covid pandemic was unprecedented and
catastrophic throughout the world, and significantly
affected PICAL.

We took a deliberate decision to remain open to
provide a place where the most vulnerable in our
local community could come for support, given that
many of these people were not able to be
connected online to other supports.

Our year started on New Years Day
Our year began with a phone call for help on New
Year’s Day 2020.This call came from the tent cities
that had been rapidly established in Sale and
Bairnsdale to accommodate evacuees from the East
Gippsland bushfires. As PICAL was one of very few
Community Centres in Eastern Victoria to remain
open over the 2019-20 Summer Holiday period, the
call was to seek urgent food supplies for a large
number of people.

PICAL sprung into action with a bushfire food relief
campaign that saw van loads of food, donated by
the Phillip island community, delivered to these
evacuation camps almost on a daily basis for the
entire month of January 2020.
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PICAL Food Relief in a State of Emergency
With the panic-buying of staple foods and empty
supermarket shelves, PICAL’s food relief service was
also under significant pressure.

Although PICAL has had an active food relief
program since 2008, it was not until we confronted
the COVID pandemic that our food relief program
became an essential part of PICAL’s offerings. This
was largely because the pandemic hit the Australian
economy so hard and so unexpectedly; and because
so many Phillip Island residents suddenly found
themselves without work, without money and
without a nest egg to fall back on.In May and April,
the monthly number of people who needed food
support jumped from a pre-COVID normal figure of
around 250 – 300, up to 500 people each month.

So, apart from the health impacts, which at that
stage were largely unknown, in the first month of
COVID much of our time and energy was devoted to
getting large numbers of local people online and
connected to their own necessary support services.

This demand caused PICAL to revamp the way we
approached computer training and getting people
acquainted with the online world. We again started
running basic computer and internet classes;
something that had previously been waning. We also
started novel new “Tech Clubs” to show people how
to fully use their smart phones and tablets, so they
did not have to be isolated even if they were
quarantining themselves in their own homes.

The first wave of COVID lockdowns, from April – June
in 2020 and before the full impacts of the Job Keeper
and Job Seeker government supplements began to
flow into family bank accounts, also saw the demand
for emergency food relief suddenly rise dramatically.

5,485
PEOPLE WERE FED IN 9 MONTHS
DURING THE COVID LOCKDOWNS

PHIL DIXON'S PANTRY
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Suddenly food security was also a key emergency
management concern, and PICAL became involved
in regional Food Security Emergency Management
forums driven by the State Government and the
nearest local Councils.

By the end of the first Covid wave, and with the
flow-on benefits of the Job Keeper and Job Seeker
government supplements now assisting household
incomes, this sudden increase in demand for food
relief had began to wane by June.However, the
worst was yet to come.

The second wave of COVID sent Victoria into a
harsh lockdown, and hit businesses in the tourism
and hospitality sectors very quickly and particularly
hard, and this was extremely noticeable on Phillip
Island. Whilst we were no longer facing the queues
of people for Centrelink assistance, we again
started to notice another sudden and significant
increase in demand for our emergency food 
relief services.

By July and August, the numbers of people we were
feeding each month had jumped up to the high-
600’s and in September 2020, we fed 790 people.
Even this figure is likely to be understated, because
several individuals who were counted in our
statistics, were also gathering food for others.

Thankfully, PICAL was also assisted with an influx of
grants and cash donations; volunteers; harvests
from our own revamped Community Garden; and
donated foods from the community, all of which
helped us to cope with this sudden increase 
in demand. 

At that time, PICAL also had to move its Pantry area
to a larger space.We sacrificed one of our training
rooms, and moved the Pantry service to a purpose-
built space that would also enable us to cope with
the increased demand.

In the whole twelve-year period from 2008-2019
before COVID, PICAL fed almost 11,000 people. In
the nine months of the two waves of COVID in
Victoria in 2020, we fed 5,485 people; a six-fold
increase in normal demand. 

Over that nine month period in 2020, PICAL also
grew to become the largest food relief outlet in the
region, and at times we were serving communities
from as far afield as Fish Creek and Wilson’s
Promontory to the south and Lang Lang to the
north; and everywhere in-between. Again, this is
mostly because of our decision to remain open to
continue providing essential services.

REPORT OF 
OPERATIONS
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A beacon of hope in a tide of despair
A sad fact also emerged during this time, insofar as
children were over-represented in our monthly
food relief figures. Prior to COVID, children
represented around 33% of the 250 – 300 people
we were feeding each month. However, during
COVID, this percentage jumped to where children
now comprised 44% of the 650 – 700 people we
were feeding on a monthly basis. By December
2020, this percentage of children had jumped to
50% of all PICAL food relief recipients. These
statistics tell us the true extent of how deeply
COVID affected local families.

We also experienced a rise in the number of people
seeking our assistance because they were
homeless, fleeing from an intolerable home
situation, or seeking help with mental health and/or
substance abuse problems. As has been widely
reported elsewhere, COVID also exacerbated the
prevalence and severity of these problems in our
most vulnerable communities. Again, because we
remained open, many more of these problems
came to 
our door. 

PICAL’s programs were a beacon of hope in those
dark times. In particular, PICAL’s Women Connect
program and the Boomerang Bags group, both
provided avenues for those people who were
extremely vulnerable and quite isolated to come
and connect with required support. These were 
safe places.

And although many of the other surrounding
churches and charities (with whom we normally
work) were forced to close, we were still assisted by
those organisations to home-deliver food hampers;
regularly check on isolated lonely citizens; and to
source emergency accommodation and other forms
of support whenever it was needed.

There were also some stories of immense local
generosity and compassion that emerged during
this time. We had one local gentleman who wished
to remain anonymous who donated $1,000 of toys
to local children from struggling families. Several of
the Island’s local cafes, who were closed due to
COVID, offered their kitchens and cooking staff to
prepare nutritious finished meals which were then
frozen for distribution to the many people we
encountered who had no means of cooking for
themselves. There is more information on these
cooking teams elsewhere in this Annual Report.

In December 2020, we received news that we had
been successful in acquiring a large State
Government grant. Our monthly food relief costs
had grown from $300 per month up to an average
of $4,500 each month, and this grant will enable us
to cope with all predicted demand in 2021.
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Necessity is the mother of invention
At PICAL, we were forced to constantly adapt to
every new COVID directive from the State
Government, but we soon became adept at staying
safe, and practising the most stringent virus-
transmission preventions while we remained open.
We also became very agile and inventive in our
Adult Learning programs, all of which were 
also suddenly re-directed to address 
COVID-related issues.

Right from the early days of COVID we found there
was an ongoing demand from our local community
to remain connected wherever and however this
was possible. Being an adult learning centre, PICAL
was allowed to continue delivering these services,
where it was safe to do so, many more problems
came to our door.

After hiring a qualified horticulturalist at the start of
COVID, mainly to quickly revamp our Community
Garden for food relief purposes, we devised an
outside training course in Horticulture where we
were able to meet all of the mandatory COVID-safe
practices of the time. Where previously many of our
adult learning courses took weeks to fill, these first
Horticulture courses were booking-out within hours
of our first courses being promoted. Such was the
local demand to remain connected.

The first Horticulture Course was delivered in May,
and this some led to four more courses being
delivered in Terms 3 and 4 of 2020; at one stage 
we were delivering two courses each week.

In August, at the height of the second more
stringent lockdown, PICAL also ran a series of free
public-interest online sessions called Isolation
Nights. In this series, local professionals delivered
insightful presentations of ways to stay well and
healthy in isolation, as well as sharing their
knowledge and experiences on some of the world-
renowned programs that are based here on 
Phillip Island.

The Isolation Nights series was aimed at helping our
local community stay mentally well, whilst they
were forced to quarantine in their own homes.A
series of five short videos produced by a local
professional counsellor and therapist for PICAL,
called Staying Safe and aimed at coping with the
mental stresses of isolations, were also posted to
PICAL’s Facebook page.

The other novel program that grew out of the need
to adapt to COVID, was a new program started at
PICAL, but which soon also spread to other adult
learning outlets in the region, called “Digital
Matters”. This program was a series of stepped
computer and technology classes, with each phase
more advanced than the previous, simply aimed at
ensuring that people could obtain optimal use from
their computers, tablets and other smart devices to
remain connected to the online world, during the
lockdown periods.

12 PICAL | ANNUAL REPORT 2020



REPORT OF 
OPERATIONS

The first week of each “Digital Matters” course was
held face-to-face to ensure that all participants
knew the basics of how to use their devices; and
also contained instruction on how to use online
video-conferencing software platforms like Zoom.
Then, the subsequent lessons in the Digital Matters
program were held online using these various
video-conferencing software platforms.

PICAL’s Digital Matters program and our staff
designer Wendy Christensen, PICAL Programming
and Marketing Coordinator and tutor Ajanta Judd,
won a prestigious statewide award for “Innovation
in a Time of COVID” as part of the annual Learn
Local Adult Learning Awards run by the Adult,
Community and Further Education (ACFE) Division
of the State Government Department of Education
and Training.

COVID impacts U3A
Unfortunately, COVID dealt the final “nail in the
coffin” of the Phillip Island Chapter of the U3A
group (University of the Third Age). Although this
group had over 100 members, they had been forced
to operate away from PICAL during all of 2019 due
to heavy-construction works that occurred next-
door in that year. 

The group flocked back to PICAL in the first two
months of 2020, where over a dozen different well-
patronized U3A activities were held in all of our
training rooms, and despite some ongoing
difficulties in attracting members to take on
coordinating Committee roles, the future 
looked bright.

With the arrival of COVID in Australia and the
ominous warnings of its impact on the health of
older people, suddenly all U3A activities ceased.
 
By the time the second wave of COVID lockdowns
had eased, and Victorian citizens were again
allowed to meet in groups, unfortunately the U3A
group could not be revived. At its Annual General
Meeting in November 2020, which only attracted 17
members, it was decided to disband the chapter.

There is still interest amongst some former U3A
activity groups in continuing, and PICAL has
stepped-in to directly coordinate and host these
activities, but sadly no longer under a U3A banner.

Rainbow after the storm
One totally unexpected and surprising ray of
sunshine emerged immediately after the second
lockdown ceased, and we were able to again start
hosting group gatherings. This came in the form of
a new forum, hosted by PICAL, specifically for
people who identify as LGBTIQ+ (with the “+”
standing for anyone else who does not identify with
male/female binary gender stereotypes).
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Called Rainbow Connect, this new group was
facilitated by a local professional counsellor, ran
during Term 4 and was extremely popular. 

In accord with PICAL’s “inclusiveness ethos”, this
group will again resume in 2021.

‘Cometh the hour . . . ’
The entire Neighbourhood Houses sector “came of
age” during the COVID pandemic, mainly because
Houses are spread across the entire country, and
most were previously already involved in
addressing the types of problems that were
exacerbated by the virus. This was certainly true 
of PICAL.

Like several of the larger other Neighbourhood
Houses  in metropolitan Melbourne and larger
regional centres, PICAL’s decision to remain open
throughout both waves of the pandemic meant 
that the entire South Gippsland region had one
place where anyone in distress could come, for
needed support.

Like our frontline-worker cousins in the health
sector, PICAL’s food relief/ adult learning/
connectivity-support/ Centrelink services were all
regarded as essential. As a consequence of the
sudden increases in demand for all of these
services, our volunteer workforce also grew rapidly
and significantly.

At the start of 2020, PICAL had 45 active volunteers.
By the time we came together to look back and
celebrate our year, at a very enjoyable Volunteer
Christmas Breakfast (held at one of the restaurants
that helped with our cooking program during the
height of COVID), PICAL had 115 active volunteers;
82 of whom were present at this Breakfast.

In addition to becoming the largest emergency food
relief outlet in the entire region and the only adult
learning centre to remain open in the Bass Coast
area, the size of our workforce also meant that
PICAL grew to become the largest volunteer
organisation on Phillip Island during 2020.Part of
the reason behind this growth was to assist with the
escalation of demand from our public, but partly
also because our volunteers themselves also
needed to stay connected during the pandemic.
PICAL provided a safe and meaningful way for this
to happen.

Greg Thompson
C E N T R E  M A N A G E R

115 AN INCREASE OF 
70% IN 2020

VOLUNTEER 
PARTICIPATION
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First is that we endeavour to do whatever we
can ensure that no-one living on Phillip Island
and in the surrounding waterline areas ever
goes hungry.

PICAL’s emergency food relief service has existed
since 2008.Originally started by the late Phil Dixon,
after whom the Pantry is now named, and largely in
response to the Global Financial Crisis of that time,
it is somewhat auspicious that the Pantry came of
age in 2020 in response to another global crisis.

The Phil Dixon Pantry is run entirely by PICAL
volunteers.Supplies of food come from community
donations; are purchased from Foodbank Australia;
and is harvested from PICAL’s own community
garden and other surrounding gardens. A large
proportion of still-edible fresh produce is also
collected from local supermarkets when it is
removed from their shelves.

The Pantry uses fabric hampers, provided by
Boomerang Bags, to hold supplies of packaged
goods and fresh produce, as well as nutritious
frozen cooked meals. The Phil Dixon Pantry has
three philosophies underpinning its food 
relief services:

Second is that try to “provide people with a
hand-up, not a hand-out”. This means that we
use our food relief service to engage with
anyone who may be in a vulnerable situation, to
find what other types of assistance can PICAL
provide, to help these people get back to a
position of independence and self-sufficiency, if
possible. The food relief service endeavours to
avoid anyone becoming totally and forever
dependent upon this support we freely provide.

Lastly, the Phil Dixon Pantry also has an
environmental philosophy insofar as we
endeavour to divert usable food products away
from landfill.We do this by using as much still-
edible food as possible in our hampers or in our
Cooking Program; by composting as much
inedible food as possible; or by using spoiled
foods in our Worm Farms.The composted mulch
and fertiliser liquids extracted from the Worm
Farms are then used in PICAL’s community
garden, so that we are not only creating a
“circular economy” but we are also propagating
fresh produce organically.

PHIL DIXON
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The monthly figure peaked in September 2020, at
the height of the second COVID lockdown in
Victoria, where we fed 790 people. This is likely due
to the fact that whilst many local tourism and
hospitality businesses were able to survive during
the first wave of COVID, unemployment in the area
also peaked around this time due to the absence of
international tourists and several major events 
such as the Australian Moto GP at the Phillip 
Island circuit. 

Then, as the second wave of COVID ended and
Phillip Island headed towards what was to become
an extremely busy summer home-grown tourist
season, our local unemployment levels fell and
demand for food relief abated.

Whilst we were able to cope with this increased
demand in 2020, largely due to the generosity of
our local community and the assistance of several
grants during the year, our greatest fear is that
these high demand rates will return after the end of
March 2021, when the Job Keeper support is
completely withdrawn, and when the Job Seeker
unemployment benefits return to pre-COVID levels.

With the arrival of COVID, we found that demand
for emergency food relief jumped significantly and
suddenly. Prior to COVID, we were feeding an
average of 250 – 300 people per month, but from
the first weeks of COVID this monthly figure 
jumped to around 500 people that we were feeding
each month. 

Although the application of the Federal Government
the Job Keeper and Job Seeker government
supplements helped to alleviate this demand
somewhat, when these funds reached bank
accounts, the second harsher lockdown in Victoria
between July and November, sent the monthly
demand figures upward again. 

The following chart reflects these demand
dynamics. In the eleven years between 2008 – 2019
the Pantry fed almost 11,000 people. However in
2020 alone, we fed 5,458 people due to the
economic conditions caused by COVID and their
flow-on impacts on demand for food relief. 

PHIL DIXON
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Our Cooking Program also significantly expanded in
2020. The Cooking Program uses donated/
harvested/ collected fresh produce, and then
creates nutritious finished meals which are instantly
frozen. These frozen meals are handed out in our
normal Pantry Hampers, but they are also
frequently re-heated onsite at PICAL to provide hot
meals to the many homeless people we encounter
who lack adequate means to cook or prepare meals
themselves.

In past years, the Pantry Cooking Program was
conducted on a monthly basis and produced 60
-100 finished meals in each cooking session.
However, with the sudden jump in demand for food
relief and the increased influx of people who could
not cook for themselves, COVID also caused us to
significantly increase our Cooking Program to
fortnightly (and more often weekly) sessions.

Bass Coast Shire Council “COVID Resilience
Grant”; $19,388.

Bennelong Foundation (via Australian
Neighbourhood Houses and Centres
Association); $10,000.

Bendigo Bank: Cowes, San Remo and Grantville
Community Foundation; $5,000.

Our monthly costs also jumped significantly in 2020,
from a budgeted average figure of $300 per month
up to an average of $3,500 - $4,000 per month.
However, there were two main reasons 
why we coped with the increased demand and
increased costs.

Firstly, the donations we receive from our very
generous local community jumped from $16,743 in
2019 up to just over $38,000 in 2020. Most of these
donations were applied to our Pantry activities. The
second reason was due to the grants funding we
received from the following bodies to whom we are
most grateful and want to thank publicly here:

PHIL DIXON
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We utilised the kitchen the Phillip Island Football
Club for a short stint before moving into the Bass
Coast Shire Cultural Centre until it was demolished
in August 2020. We then moved back to a kitchen
we used previously at St Phillip’s Church in 
Church Street. 

With the assistance of all the above organisations
and our own wonderful volunteer cooking teams,
we produced a staggering 7,804 meals in 2020, at
an average cost of 43 cents per meal.

This not only enabled the Pantry to extend the
shelf-life of volumes of fresh produce that would
have otherwise gone to landfill, but it also provided
a meaningful avenue for large numbers of
volunteers (and businesses) to contribute to our
local community and help many people in need,
during the COVID crisis.

In late August 2020 the PICAL Phil Dixon Emergency
Food Relief Pantry moved from the tiny room in the
main reception building to a much larger portable
structure (previously the Sunroom) behind the
reception office. The fit-for-purpose room is set up
to allow for easier access, clearer displays of
produce and safer dispensing of emergency food.

CYC Adventure Resort Phillip Island, Cape
Kitchen Restaurant, San Remo Butchers,
Bimbadeen Farm Eggs, Herd Of Cowes Butchers,
CWA Cowes.

St Phillips Church Commercial Kitchen, Phillip
Island Football Club, and Bass Coast Shire –
Cultural Centre Kitchen. 

During the height of the COVID lockdowns, another
surprising yet welcome phenomena also occurred.
Given that the Job Keeper support system enabled
businesses to keep paying their employees, even
though COVID may have forced these businesses to
close during the pandemic, we found there were
several local Phillip Island restaurants, cafes and
resorts who had commercial kitchens that were
unused and qualified cooking teams who were idle.

Therefore, a number of these local restaurants,
cafes and resorts offered to assist in PICAL’s
cooking program.We also had a number of local
butchers and bakeries who offered to donate free
(or heavily discounted) meats and other ingredients
(because their businesses were also shut down by
COVID), and we particularly want to thank the
following organisations:

PHIL DIXON
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Prior to COVID, one-third of the people we were
feeding were children.Children do not choose a life
of welfare dependency, nor are they responsible in
any way for the circumstances that surround their
parents. They are the innocent victims of these
prevailing conditions, so the Pantry does anything
we can to ensure that families with children are
given our highest priority.

With the onset of COVID, the proportion of children
in the total population we were feeding grew
steadily, up from 33% before COVID, to 44% during
the first wave, and up to 50% at the end of the
second wave, as shown in the following chart.

This exciting move to its new home was largely due
to the vision and persistence of many PICAL staff
and volunteers. The new Pantry fit-out was
completed in record time using funding from the
Bass Coast Covid resilience grant and utilised and
repurposed much of the equipment and fittings
from the now-demolished cultural centre
commercial kitchen that would have otherwise
been sent to landfill.

Whilst there were many significant highs and lows
and 2020, there was one statistic that particularly
stands out, and demonstrates how harshly COVID
affected local families. This was the statistic for the
number and proportion of children being fed from
the Phil Dixon Pantry.

PHIL DIXON
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PHIL DIXON

It is often stated that ”it takes a village to raise a
child”, and looking after local children and families
in need is the main reason why the Phil Dixon
Pantry exists, and the main reason why our whole
local community is so generous in their support.

We are so grateful for all of the pantry and cooking
volunteers who give up their time and expertise day
in day out. PICAL Pantry and the cooking program
thrives because of the committed people who
volunteer to staff the Pantry, gather supplies, grow
fresh produce and chop, cook, clean and pack
containers of food each week.

One last message of thanks goes to the Victorian
Government Minister for Disability Families and
Carers and the Department of Families, Fairness
and Housing for approving grant funding under the
Community Food Relief Fund to underpin PICAL’s
emergency food relief services for much of 2021.
With this grant funding, we should be able to
weather most foreseeable factors that will impact
our food relief services in 2021.

Steph Thornborrow
P I C A L  D E P U T Y  C H A I R  /  C O O K I N G
C O O R D I N A T O R
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WOMEN 
CONNECT
REPORT

Women Connect was established as a PICAL
initiative in 2017, and since then we have
established a great reputation for the effective,
practical and pragmatic support and assistance we
provide to local women. We remain the only
community hub for women in our region and our
co-working space is often the only link that local
women have to practical assistance and reliable
technology.

Each week, between 10-20 women visit our
welcoming co-working space and seek the support
of our friendly volunteers to complete online tasks,
work on small businesses, find employment or
complete online study. Our strong partnerships
with quality charity and welfare organisations allow
us to link women in need of greater support to the
services they need.

COVID 19 hit our service hard. The tactile, high-risk
nature of a co-working space (think keyboards,
shared touch screens, shared printers, desks and
bathroom/laundry facilities) meant that we had to
continually adapt and re-arrange our space to keep
it safe. As an essential service, we needed to find
fast solutions to stay accessible and relevant to
local women while prioritising the safety of the
volunteers who give their time to Women Connect. 

The COVID 19 shutdown restrictions which already
disadvantaged all women, was felt acutely in our
local region, where tourism, hospitality and
accommodation service businesses were
decimated. Additionally, many women suddenly
found themselves confined at home, shouldering
the combined load of working from home,
supervising school remote learning, caring for
family members (of all ages) and managing the
mental load of their family's wellbeing. 

In 2020 the demand for our service grew
exponentially, and while there were many
professional highlights to be proud of, to me, our
success came in the quieter moments of the
pandemic.The hours spent assisting women to find
alternative employment after a small business
collapse or job loss, helping to navigate bank
hardship services and online superannuation funds
to access emergency payments, helping to scan
documents interstate for an elderly parents burial
that could not be attended, and helping to decipher
online TAFE and Uni courses when face to face
education stopped are the stories we will
remember most.
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WOMEN 
CONNECT
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Volunteer Team 
Our volunteers are the MOST important element of
Women Connect, and I am extremely grateful for
the work, care and compassion they show to
women each and every day. Many of our volunteers
work behind the scenes building our program and
working on projects, and some of our volunteers
work 1:1 supporting women in a myriad of ways 
– you are all so respected and appreciated. 

Work Futures For Women Project 
Thanks to the support of Bass Coast Shire Council,
who funded our Work Futures for Women Project 
– we were able to support 50 local women with
wraparound employment support services
including free resume appointments, career
counselling, interview training and work wardrobe
outfitting service. This project has been hugely
successful with some fantastic employment
outcomes and is a credit to Ajanta Judd, 
Celine Lehr and Genni Storer for their 
commitment and dedication. 

Tech Club
Our experimental "Tech Club" concept has grown to
a regular weekly offering and is often booked solid
on a Tuesday. Ajanta has taken our initial concept
and built not only a thriving online community but 
a weekly support service with a growing resource
manual to help women to bridge the very real
digital divide that can be so isolating and terrifying
for those unfamiliar with technology. 

Charity Partners
Through our charity partners at ‘Pinchapoo’ and
‘Share the Dignity’ we distributed over 350 Sutkin
care packages and 120 Share the Dignity bags to
women in our community. One message we
received stated after receiving a care pack "it was a
bright moment in an otherwise very dark time". In
December we assisted PICAL to deliver Christmas
food hampers to 208 local people who needed our
support to put food on the table. 

This remarkable achievement is a credit to Emma 
Le Mar, who co-ordinated a team of amazing
volunteers to sort and pack the generous donations
that flowed in from our local community. The
Christmas Hampers initiative was supported by our
own PICAL Pantry, Boomerang Bags Phillip Island &
San Remo, St Vincent de Paul Cowes, Rotary of
Phillip Island, Rhyll Boomerang Bags, Island
Equipment Hire and the CWA Cowes. 
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Social Groups
Thanks to a successful grant application to the
Australia Post Community Foundation we were able
to fund 3 new regular social groups including a
Gardening Group, Walking Group and Book Club, all
aimed to create opportunities for women to meet
and connect in a safe, friendly and welcoming
group setting. Our local bookshop Turn the Page
has been generous in providing Women Connect
with brand new pre-release books for distribution
for free in our office. 

Strategic Plan 2021-2025
Bass Coast Shire Council has supported us to
develop a strategic plan for Women Connect to
shape the future of our program and services. We
will be inviting our key contributors and volunteers
to join us in the planning process, and we
appreciate the expertise (and patience!) of Margie
Van Der Zalm as she guides us through the strategic
planning process. 

Free Family Law appointments 
The incredible Sue MacGregor of MacGregor
Barristers & Solicitors – St Kilda continues to
volunteer her time to Women Connect with free
family law appointments. During lockdown Sue
increased her fortnightly offer to weekly and was
able to deliver this service via zoom and telephone
in the absence of face to face appointments. 

Student Placements
Congratulations to two of our volunteers Kirralee
and Annie who have completed student placements
with Women Connect to support their further
studies in Community Services. I would like to
acknowledge particularly the contributions of Annie
– who has been a cornerstone of our service during
the coronavirus pandemic. Annie's beautiful
welcoming smile, well-chosen words and endless
kindness have supported countless women (and
men) at PICAL throughout a challenging year.Annie
Foldi congratulations on achieving your study goals,
but also thank you for the amazing care, practical
support and personal strength and resilience you
have shown in 2021 – we are so lucky to have you
on our team! 
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Community Laundry 
We are now able to provide a clean, staffed laundry
with new appliances for women who have no access
to laundry facilities or who are prohibited by
distance and cost from using the Laundromat in
San Remo. In 2021 we will seek funding to 
expand and promote this wonderful and 
important initiative. 

Training and Education
In late 2019 we delivered the Women Connect
Careers Sessions, a 2-day workshop facilitated by
our volunteer Michelle Harrison which featured a
host of local business owners, key employment
organisations and local tourism operators. In 2020
our Careers Sessions workshop acheived a finalist
position in the Neighbourhood Houses Victoria
“Gender Equity Awards” and Michelle Harrison was
also a runner up for “Practitioner of the Year” at the
annual AFCE Learn Local Victoria Awards. Career
Sessions had a focus on industries which were at a
standstill during 2020 - but we look forward to re-
introducing both the online and face to face
elements of this and other workshops in 2021. 

New Website
Our new website was built through necessity to
streamline bookings for our co-working space and
ensure social distancing. Together with our
Facebook page which has a following now of over
825 local people, it is a great online platform to
share information and to provide access and
information to the many services we offer. You can
find it at womenconnectpi.org or follow us on
Facebook @Women Connect Phillip Island.

As we learn more about the circumstances and
barriers faced by women in our region, our
programs, initiatives and connections with local
community partners continue to expand and
develop. We are so proud of the space and service
we have created so far!

Courtney Wallace
C O O R D I N A T O R ,  W O M E N  C O N N E C T  
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BOOMERANG 
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REPORT

2020 was an extremely challenging year for the
entire community. Many community groups found
it difficult to continue given the restrictions on
movement and attendance numbers imposed by
COVID-19 restrictions. 

Boomerang Bags Phillip Island and San Remo was
extremely fortunate to not only continue our work
throughout this period, but also to grow in
membership, increase our community engagement
activities and engage in strategic partnerships
within the local area. Additionally, we provided an
important outlet for vulnerable people to remain
connected to community through our regular PICAL
sewing bees.

The primary output from Boomerang Bags is the
reusable shopping bag.These bags are distributed
throughout the local community and are also
provided to the Phil Dixon Pantry on a weekly basis. 

The pantry is an integral part of PICAL providing
much needed food assistance to those in need, and
this year we not only provided over 1511 bags but
also partnered with Boomerang Bags Rhyll to
produce 150 bags for the Christmas hamper
initiative. Additionally, we provided 20 draught-
excluding door-stoppers during Winter to the PICAL
Pantry, for distribution to those who needed them
to stay warm in their own homes.

In total, 17,627 reusable bags have been made
since we began in March 2017 and we are excited to
announce that over 4,000 bags were produced in
2020 alone outside those for the Pantry.  In such a
tumultuous year, this number is especially pleasing
given we not only maintained but increased our
membership.  Some new members attended events
in person, and we also continued to support
“remote sewing champs” for those who could not
come to the PICAL premises during the year.

Early in 2020, devastating fires tore through East
Gippsland leaving habitats destroyed and
thousands of animals injured.During this time, we
partnered with Animal Rescue Collective East
Gippsland to provide over 1,700 animal pouches,
liners, beds and bat wraps to aid in the rescue and
rehabilitation of our incredibly important wildlife.  
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We were overwhelmed early in the year by the
amount of support and attendance to our wildlife
sewing bees which were critical in driving these
impressive numbers.  These have also become a
mainstay of our output through the continued
partnership in 2020 and into 2021.

Although we never sought recognition for this
important work, we were extremely pleased to have
our efforts featured in the National Geographic Eco
Traveller international media, and to receive the
Neighbourhood Houses Victoria “Community
Resilience Award” in March 2020.

In the community health sphere, we worked locally
with Bass Coast Health and Banfields Aged Care to
provide 600 “medical scrubs washing bags” for
frontline health staff and 100 face shield bags and
30 syringe driver bags for local hospices. Our work
continues with Bass Coast Health as we continue to
provide bags for the health hub for new staff
members as they are onboarded.

Through our association with the Women Connect
program at PICAL, we began a partnership with
Pinchapoo, the biggest national NFP supplier of
personal hygiene products to provide them with
hair scrunchies for distribution to those in need
around the country. Currently the number of
scrunchies created stands at 210 with more to
come throughout 2021. We also worked closely with
Nurture One Childcare Centre, covering two seat
cushion covers and 10 cushions for their premises.

Finally we would like to acknowledge the wonderful
support and partnership of Bass Coast Council,
whose assistance has allowed us to purchase
important equipment to continue our mission of
environmental sustainability, community
connectedness and building personal resilience for
our members.

Here’s to a great 2021! 

Kylie McMurray
C O O R D I N A T O R ,  B O O M E R A N G  B A G S
P H I L L I P  I S L A N D  A N D  S A N  R E M O  
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TREASURER'S 
REPORT

It is my pleasure to present the Financial Report for
the year ended 31 December 2020.

Although the bottom line saw a deficit of $ 12,053,
this included the depreciation charge of $ 17,212.

Accordingly the Centre remains in a sound financial
position with adequate cash reserves as we move
premises later this year. These reserves have been
maintained despite the impacts of Covid-19 on the
operations of the Centre during the year.

I would again like to acknowledge the work done by
our accountant Marie Bursill – it was a difficult year
having to deal with many new items including
Jobkeeper and other Covid – 19 related grants. 
Thank you once more to the Centre Manager, Greg
Thompson, and the Committee for your assistance
and advice throughout the year.

Steve Davie
T R E A S U R E R
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