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ST VINCENT DE PAUL SOCIETY CEO SLEEPOUT 

Statement 

HON LIZ BEHJAT (North Metropolitan) [9.31 pm]: Members may recall that at the end of the last sitting 

week, on the Thursday evening just before we rose, the President was kind enough to wish all those people 

participating in the Vinnies CEO Sleepout a very successful sleepout and said he hoped that it would not be a 

very cold night. I can tell members tonight that it was a very successful sleepout, but the wish for the night not to 

be very cold did not come true. In fact, at six o’clock on the Friday morning as we all left the Western Australian 

Cricket Association ground, the temperature was 1.8 degrees. Yes, it was very cold. But I can assure members it 

was certainly a most worthwhile exercise for the 106 chief executive officers from Perth who participated in this 

year’s event, which is the third event that has been held. From the 106 CEOs from Perth who participated, a total 

of $808 473 was raised—a magnificent total. From the 1 033 CEOs who participated in all the states around 

Australia, a total of $5 150 088 was raised. I think that is absolutely wonderful when we consider that the 

moneys raised by the St Vincent de Paul Society will go directly to the homelessness programs that it runs; it 

does not go to administration. So, Vinnies is certainly making inroads into that area. 

I want to share with members tonight some of the things that we had heard earlier in the evening, before we went 

to find our spot on the concrete, with our sleeping bag and pillow and piece of Visy board that had been provided 

to us, in the member’s stand or wherever that might be—some cricket tragics actually slept on the pitch—so that 

we could bed down for the night. Last year when I participated in the sleepout, we heard the story of Harold, a 

49-year-old man who through a breakdown in his family and through mental illness had found himself out on the 

streets at a time when he probably would not have expected that to happen. He thought he had let down his 

family. He was estranged from his daughter. In the first year that he was out on the streets, he did not get any 

money apart from what he got from washing people’s car windows; and as he said, some days he would make 

50c, and some days if he was lucky he might make $100, but he would then have to make that last for a couple 

of weeks to buy food. He talked about what it was like to be out on the streets, and he said that he thought it was 

quite ironic that for years while he had been in a home environment, he had always felt alone and very lonely, 

but that was certainly nothing compared with what it was like to be out on the streets. He talked about how there 

was a tribal and hierarchical system out on the streets, and he said, “What you have to do to survive is try to 

buddy up with some people. You do what you have to do to get protected so that you don’t get yourself killed, 

and you try to make friends on the streets.” He was afraid of being lonely out on the streets, yet he had felt alone 

in his own home for years. The St Vincent de Paul Society has helped Harold over the past couple of years, and 

this year the CEO of St Vincent’s, Mark Fitzpatrick, included in his speech an update email from Harold, which 

I will share with members tonight. Mark’s speech reads — 

I wanted to provide you tonight with an update on Harold and how since sharing his story and through 

the support and encouragement of Vinnies he is changing his life.  

Since this short documentary was made — 

Which was the documentary we saw the year before — 

Harold has enrolled in a literacy course followed by a number of TAFE courses. Late last year he got 

accepted to study law in Lismore Uni.  

Harold has written — “I have passed my first semester of law. Some of my efforts at uni resulted in 

distinctions and higher distinctions, unfortunately my accommodation fell through and I completed the 

required units while living on the streets. I managed to pass although I know the marks I received for 

my final two submissions were affected by my living conditions. It is still very early days at the 

moment and I am aware that I will only progress one step at a time. I am being supported with 

accommodation through Vinnies While making the documentary the opportunity to reflect on my life, 

share my story and have your support has encouraged me to turn my life around and hopefully I am on 

the way to doing that”.  

That is just a remarkable story of one person who has been helped by Vinnies, and a classic example that not 

everybody out on the streets is a drug addict or an alcoholic or a down-and-out absolute no hoper; all sorts of 

people, for all sorts of reasons, can find themselves on the streets. We should all remember that. Certainly, when 

we go and do one of those things like the CEO Sleepout, it brings home to us just how lucky we in this place are. 

We will leave here tonight and go home to a warm house, to a shower, a late supper if that is what we feel like, 

and a hot drink. Tonight in Perth alone there are probably somewhere close to about 2 000 people on the street. It 

is cold and rainy; when we did the CEO Sleepout, thankfully it was not raining, it was just cold.  

Every week across Western Australia, Vinnies volunteers make 550 visits to people in their homes to assist more 

than 1 600 people with the basic necessities of life such as food, clothing, furniture and assistance with 

household expenses such as utilities. Vinnies has some major sponsors, such as Burswood Entertainment 
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Complex, which was represented by the chief executive, Barry Felstead. He is a very modest man, but he has 

been the chief fundraiser for the past two years, and has raised something like $57 000 this year alone. WA 

Business News was represented by executive editor, Mr Mark Pownall; Comestibles was represented by the chief 

executive officer and working director, Faith Nichols; the WACA was represented by, in particular, John Soutar 

and Suneeta Short; and Staging Connections was represented by Chris Thorpe and his team. I need to also 

mention Clem Astruc, who is in his final year as state president of Vinnies. He has certainly been the guiding 

light of what been going on there. When I was asked to participate in this, some very hard work was being done 

by the media and communications officer, Connor Doherty.  

One of the challenges posed to participants in the CEO Sleepout is to encourage others to participate. Tonight I 

am going to throw that challenge out to all members of this and the other place. The date to mark in our diaries 

for next year is 20 June 2013; it will be the fourth annual CEO Sleepout for Vinnies and it will be held at the 

WACA. I will be signing up for it again because it is something that keeps me grounded and makes it real, and it 

is something I can help with. But the challenge is for some members of this and the other place to join me to help 

raise funds for a most worthwhile cause. I want to commend Vinnies for the fantastic work it does throughout 

Australia. I also wish Harold the very best for his future.  

 


