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F O R E WO R D

I feel very privileged in being asked to write this 
Foreword. The stories in this book reveal the impact 
of life without transport and how it changes when 
transport enables more opportunity and access. 
Reading these stories is an education in how transport 
can make a difference.

As a teacher and researcher in the public transport area, I know that 
transport systems, all over the world, are not as inclusive as they should be. 
Individuals are affected differently by lack of transport and by the risk of 
exclusion and these stories make this abundantly clear. Too often, transport 
professionals see exclusion as a statistic and do not see the human cost. 

What a difference a ride makes is relevant to all of us working in the public 
transport space whether as planners, local government, community transport 
providers, social support providers, volunteers, transport staff or funders of 
transport programs. It is a real reminder that our decisions have very real 
human consequences. 

Mobility benefits more than the just the individuals themselves. It 
builds ever stronger communities in a positive cycle of inclusion. This is 
particularly resonant in the stories of David, Rhonda, Ojulu and Michelle. 
We are also reminded to ask ourselves why we are not doing the easy and 
small things that could make the lives of Michael and people like him, so 
much better. 

The experiences re-told in this book – and so willingly shared by the 
participants – are a wake-up call to us all in the transport world. We must 
work harder to make transport make the difference.

Corinne Mulley 
Professor, Chair in Public Transport 
Institute of Transport and Logistic Studies 
University of Sydney Business School
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T H A N K  YO U  
S T O R Y T E L L E R S

Dear Storytellers,

There is no statistic that could describe what you have all revealed to us 
in this collection. Your stories provide a rich picture of how mobility and 
independence contributes to strong, happy communities.

Thank you very much for your willingness to be a part of this project. Your 
enthusiasm and generosity was exciting and motivating right from the 
beginning. In sharing your stories, your dreams and challenges, you help all 
of us to better understand the difference transport can make: in small ways 
and big ways. In every way.

These stories are told in your own words. It takes courage to put ourselves 
forward: to share our voice. And it takes even more courage to stand and 
smile for the camera. (You all look fantastic, by the way!) We thank you 
for giving your time to meet with us, read the edited stories and give your 
blessing.

Thank-you also to those who gathered and told stories that do not appear 
in this collection but informed our understanding of the issue. Your 
participation was crucial and is greatly appreciated.

From the team at Western Sydney Community Forum.

‘I loved working on this project. It was so 
inspiring to be a part of the great community 

spirit that exists in Western Sydney.’

H OW  D I D  T H I S  P R O J E C T 
C O M E  A B O U T ?

Liz Reedy from Western Sydney 
Community Forum fills us in!

At Western Sydney Community Forum (WSCF) our 
member organisations often talk about their transport 
concerns. At community consultations we hear the 
specific  issues across Greater Western Sydney; we 

read about the problem in reports, we see it in submissions and in the media. 
Often it’s a negative conversation about unmet needs.

We wanted a project with a difference and especially one that would make a 
difference; a project that could shed new light on Western Sydney transport 
issues and go to the heart of the importance of mobility for people to get on 
with their lives.   

Story was chosen as the best way to contribute to a new meeting ground 
between community needs, transport provision and quality of life issues.   
This meant we needed storytellers and so What a difference a ride makes 
was initiated.

In collaboration with Only Human Communication, we set about providing 
practical skills, processes and inspiration to our 10 partner organisations 
to become story ‘foot soldiers’. Effectively this meant equipping them with 
the capacity to identify and gather raw material from their members, staff 
and stakeholders. A one-day capacity-building story workshop laid the 
foundation for this very important book. 

Smart phones became story tools and we all learnt that if we can listen well 
and respect what we hear, the stories will flow. It was rewarding to see how 
the community groups loved learning how to capture  photographic story 
elements too. 

By partnering with so many organisations we were able to access a diverse 
and surprising new way of understanding what the community is doing. 
Working with the storytellers themselves was a rich experience and taught 
us about what we can do better and how to go about it. 
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would go to stand there and wave goodbye in the morning and in the 
evening I would be waiting there again, just to see his face.

I would be at home by myself all of the time. I won’t go out for a walk. I 
won’t go even to the shops because at that time I cannot go alone. I am 
very nervous.

Before marriage, in Islamic culture, girls don’t go out without family 
members. I have not taken any train travel before my marriage. We did 
not use public transport. I wished to but my family is very orthodox. 
After coming to Australia it’s totally different. You are very independent. 
I don’t have any friends at that time, so he is the only person that I know. 
So I would be looking out the windows, watching the station, always 
waiting.

After three months, the day arrives when I will start voluntary work in 
the office of SydWest. I don’t drive so I must go by myself on the train.

Rizwan: I said, ‘Saffna, I will teach you to go about by yourself. I will take 
you on a train but you will not be coming back with me. You will come 
back by yourself. This will show you how things work.’

I said to her this is a very good chance for you to explore yourself and 
how to take the ticket and how to put the ticket into the machine. Even 
that is a difficult thing for her, for all of us at first.

Saffna: The first time I went alone was like this. First with my husband 
I bought the ticket from the Toongabbie station and together we went 
to Seven Hills station, but he didn’t come back with me. He got me to 
wait for the train by myself and travel in the carriage by myself. When 
the doors were closing, I felt like I am leaving for good. Yes, I cried, and 
other people are seeing me crying. I am just wiping my eyes and I am 
crying, feeling very nervous, you know. I can feel my heart beat. That’s 
how it happened the first trip. One stop was all I had to travel but when I 

You say goodbye 
and I say hello
I M A G I N E  a newlywed Muslim woman recently arrived 
in Australia. She has no experience of travelling alone. She 
is isolated, always staying in the safety of her home. This is 
the story of how she was helped to journey on her own.

Saffna: I arrived here with my new husband from South India. It was 
really new. New people, like a new world.

If my husband is next to me, I am more confident, I am ok. Without him 
I am waiting. I am waiting each and everyday for him to come from the 
station around seven o’clock.

Rizwan: In India we learnt English as a first language, but here the 
accent is different and Saffna found it difficult. Many things are different 
to how things were before.

Saffna: Every day I wait for my husband. From the window of the 
bedroom, I can see the Toongabbie train station. Each and every day I 

Saffna & Rizwan



8 W E S T E R N  S Y D N E Y  C O M M U N I T Y  F O R U M  W H A T  A  D I F F E R E N C E  A  R I D E  M A K E S  9

saw my husband again, I cried 
more. Oh my God, I was so 
happy.

Rizwan: I was waving my hand 
and saying good luck and I still 
remember the feeling, realising 
that she was on her own. I took 
another train and when we met 
in Toongabbie, it was fantastic. 
My wife said, ‘It was good. I 
think I can manage to go alone 
now.’

Saffna: I am driving now. I 
am picking up my children 
and taking them to swimming 
classes.

Rizwan: I learned from many books that to get confident, you have to 
try it by yourself. It was a hard time for her maybe, but now wherever 
she goes she can get back. Now Saffna is independent. The last time she 
came from India she came by herself and that is amazing!

Saffna: When I see train doors closing, I still picture that first ride by 
myself. That confidence, I am still using every day. $

Thanks to Silvana, SydWest Multicultural Services, 
for gathering this beautiful story and the image of 
Saffna and Rizwan.
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Til transport do us part
I M A G I N E … After 50 years of marriage, living and 
working side by side, a couple is separated when he must 
go to live in a nursing home. Annette was almost 80 years 
old and couldn’t drive.

We came here from Sri Lanka because of the war. I never drove in 
Australia. I got two lovely children who take me wherever I need 

to go. Things changed when my husband got dementia.

It was impossible for me to look after him so he was moved to a nursing 
home at Castle Hill. I missed him. I looked forward to the times when I 
could see him. I always want to spend a long time with him.

At first, my children would take me to visit him but it was very difficult 
for them. They have their own children to look after and their work to do. 
When we found SydWest, this was better. I would be picked up and then 
I could stay with my husband as long as I want.

Annette
My husband was in that place for a long time: five or six years. I would 
take food and feed him there. I cook the spicy foods that he loved. I was 
able to be there on that day with him when he died.

It is one year that I have been on my own and now every fortnight, 
transport still comes to take me to Blacktown to do all my shopping and 
go to the library. I like thrilling stories like murder or espionage and if 
my daughter goes for me, she will not bring what I would choose! This 
way, I have the freedom to choose myself. $

Thanks to Silvana from SydWest Multicultural Services 
for gathering this story and the story images.
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John on the train
I M A G I N E  being 85, at home, all the time: day in and 
day out in south-western Sydney.

I        booked to go on this outing because I like the idea of going on a train. 
Even at 85 years of age, I like it. When the Community Transport 

people told me that on this trip we would use a local bus too, that was a 
bonus.

I really love to get away from the four walls of home. I haven’t been so 
well. An operation went wrong a year ago and now I have to tube feed 
myself. This means there’s no lunch for me on these outings but I really 
have a good time all the same.

I enjoy the ladies’ company and they enjoy mine. I will keep going on 
every outing while I can. $

Thanks to Philippa, South West Community Transport,  
for gathering this story and image.

Hail the bus driver
I M A G I N E  you are a man too young for the pension but 
too old and over it for doing the work you used to do. Is 
there another option? Dave seems to think so.

I am very enthusiastic about being a community transport driver. 
I really like the interactions with the elderly people.

Loneliness is a very, very real thing to people and the elderly people 
find that the day out on the bus is something they look forward to. I love 
to lighten their load a little with a bit of a joke and I play the music on 
the bus.

I can hear the disappointment in their voices if my pick ups don’t get their 
name in on time for a trip or the weather stops them from going out.

I love it when my group go on the shopping runs and they have time to 
sit down and have coffee each week with their friends. This work is so 
rewarding; it’s been a great career change for me. My oldies inspire me. 
Doris is wheelchair bound and not once in six years have I heard her 
complain. $

Thanks to Tammy, Peppercorn Services for this story 
and image.

John David



14 W E S T E R N  S Y D N E Y  C O M M U N I T Y  F O R U M  W H A T  A  D I F F E R E N C E  A  R I D E  M A K E S  15

From then on, I didn’t want to do anything. I just couldn’t be bothered, 
couldn’t get out of bed. I just thought, ‘Oh what’s the point?’ People 
would ring me all the time, I have wonderful friends and family, but I got 
to the stage where I didn’t want to talk to people on the phone. I had to 
get away from the phone, I had to get out of the house but I couldn’t. It 
was like I wanted to be with people and I didn’t want to be with people.

So that’s why I went to the grief counselling and it did help me pick up. 
Then someone told me about Peppercorn Services, how they have a lawn 
mowing and gardening service. I needed the help so I rang them up and 
while we were talking the woman said to me, ‘Do you know about our 
lunches?’ I said ‘No’ and she said, ‘We pick you up on the bus, take you to 
Senior Citizen’s at Windsor and when you’re finished we bring you home 
again. Are you interested?’

I said, ‘No, not really’ and she said, ‘We’ll book you in for Thursday’ and 
I said, ‘I don’t think I’m ready’ and she said, ‘Come on, just go Thursday. 
If you don’t like it you don’t have to come back.’ She wouldn’t take no for 
an answer and finally I gave in. That’s how I got my life back.Out and about again

I M A G I N E  there’s a bus that could take you out of your 
house and back into the world that you’ve been missing. 
It waits right out front, no matter how long it takes you to 
walk to your gate. Wouldn’t that be worth getting up for?

I was sitting here one day and I thought, ‘Oh, I’ve got to do something’ 
so I got out the phone book and found a grief counsellor through 

Penrith Hospital. I went to her every week for about, must’ve been three 
months. I’d been in depression since my husband Alan died and I could 
feel myself going deeper and deeper. We’d been married 43 years.

For a while I had a car but I gave up my licence when I got a blind spot in 
one of my eyes. My son’s a cop and he said, ‘If you’re like that Mum, you’re 
best to hand it in.’ So I did. At first, I used to catch the bus at the corner 
and wander around Windsor. After a few days of that though, you’ve seen 
everything. There’s nothing more to do. And anyway, they changed the 
bus route. It’s a block away now and so that was the end of that.

Carol
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If that bus wasn’t coming for me though, I know it would be different. 
Sometimes I wake up and I’m aching from head to foot and I’ll think, 
‘Geez, I don’t want to go today.’ But then I look at the clock and I look at 
my little dog and I say, ‘I’ve got to get going mate.’ It’s been a lifesaver.

My son, he lives up in Gloucester, and he tells me ‘I’ve been ringing you, 
Mum; trying to find you. You’re never home.’

And you know what? I’m not!  $

Thanks to Colleen, Peppercorn Services for bringing us 
Carol and the initial interview.

These days, I’m out and about. Sometimes on Mondays I get the bus 
to pick me up for shopping; that’s a couple of hours in Richmond and 
a coffee with my daughter after. Tuesdays the bus takes me to lunch. 
Wednesdays it’s the Walers Day Club, Thursdays is the lunch again and 
Fridays, Peppercorn’s does a little shuttle to take us to get our hair done, 
or go to an appointment or get the groceries. It’s a brilliant community 
organisation.

I’ve had knee replacements and I’ve had falls so it’s hard to move around 
but with the bus, it’s wonderful. They pull up at the front, I walk out and 
once I’m aboard there’s great interaction from everyone. You get some 
people who won’t join in of course but we gradually work them around.
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We were doing great things but the problem was that there was no 
transport to get people to us. Our users had to be agile or have a vehicle 
of their own. I realised that the people who found it hardest to come, 
were actually the ones who needed it most. They weren’t able to access 
anything much, anywhere. Their personal situations often excluded them 
and then their lack of transport excluded them again.

So I would start at 8:30 every morning and use my own car to spin 
around, picking them up and dropping them again at the end. 
Sometimes a volunteer would use his own car. One of my clients would 
even pick up two or three other Cottage users on her way to our art 
group. She was eighty-seven years old and a wonderful woman. (She’s 
over ninety now and driving still!)

There were times though that I was too busy to do the pickups. You 
can imagine, I was running the centre by myself and sometimes people 
would just miss out. We couldn’t get to them all.

And then one day, I was meeting with Junaya for Families, a nearby 
service, and I noticed that they had a mini bus sitting in their driveway. 
It was only a 12 seater so I knew I didn’t need a special licence to drive 
it. This is a real advantage. In the past, I had access to a 32 seater from 
Blacktown Council but I hadn’t been able to use it because I didn’t have 
a driver.

So I was rubbing my hands together when I saw that mini-bus. I asked if 
maybe I could use it sometimes. I offered to make a contribution but they 
said, ‘Take it whenever you need it. Just let us know and we’ll make sure 
it’s there.’ Their generosity made all the difference. They allowed me to 
use the bus every Friday and one other day a week for shopping trips and 
other support.

A whole new social aspect of our service grew from that. We were able 
to take the Cottage users on day trips; if you put your name down, you 
were guaranteed a spot. And we could use the bus to take the frail and 
disabled to the local supermarket so they could shop and get their 
groceries home.

Michelle

Keeping the 
wheels turning
I M A G I N E  you are running a community centre and 
ironically, the people who would benefit the most from 
your programs (the frail, the poor, the disabled, the 
socially isolated) are the very ones who can’t get to them. 
You have no transport budget, no staff and no vehicle 
except your own car. Then one day you notice, a beautiful 
12 seater bus sitting idly in a nearby driveway…

I was the sole community development worker at Doonside Cottage. 
I would run a lot of groups for women who had experienced either 

mental illness or domestic violence. We had empowerment groups to 
build confidence and life skills; we’d link in with other organisations 
to run programs like Aboriginal women’s healing groups or sessions 
for Aboriginal men. We had a food bank, lots of drop-ins and I’d get a 
counsellor to come for one-on-ones. Each week around three hundred 
people would access our services.
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A bus full of people is fantastic. Oh it was so noisy! These otherwise 
socially isolated people were coming together and just enjoying each 
other. We had one guy, a young guy who’d had a stroke and it affected 
one side of his body and his speech. But people on the bus were so 
patient with him. I know they were probably a captive audience but 
they really wanted to give him time. They let him speak. A lot of older 
Aboriginal people would be on the bus too and that was beautiful. It was 
like a family travelling together.

Sometimes we think that only long journeys are important and services 
can lose their vehicles because they don’t run up enough kilometres. 
But it’s the times a vehicle is booked that’s important not how far it 
travels. It’s those little trips that connect people and bring them to the 
help they need.  $

Thanks to Michelle (Partners in Recovery) for her 
memories of Doonside Cottage.

Pedal your blues away
I M A G I N E  what a difference a bicycle can make…

One of my clients had been in and out of gaol since he was eleven 
years of age. His issues were anxiety, depression and significant 

drug and alcohol issues and when he came out of gaol this time, he was 
having trouble keeping his essential appointments because the transport 
was taking up so much of his Newstart allowance. I’d get a phone call: 
‘I just missed my bus, there’s not another one for an hour, I’m going to 
be late for parole.’ Or otherwise, there’d be money troubles. ‘I can’t make 
it to the group session, I’ve run out of money.’ He was only on Newstart 
and the trips were costing him at least $15 a week.

And then I thought, ‘He’s young and physically okay what about a 
pushbike?’ The exercise would be good and he’d be in charge of his own 
responsibilities. I knew I could get funding for that.

He thought it was brilliant, and had lots of ideas about the best bike to 
get. I said to him, ‘Listen mate, you can’t be choosy. I’ve only got $200 
for it.’ I told him, ‘You find the bike you want. Doesn’t have to be new but 
I’ve got to have a tax invoice.’ He came back to me a few days later: he’d 
done all the research, found a really good bike at Cash Converters and he 
loved it.

For the next three months he rode to all his appointment: his parole 
three times a week, his counselling, his group sessions. He could get 
there on time and I didn’t have to ring with excuses.

Two wheels made all the difference.  $

Thanks to Michelle, Partners in Recovery, for telling us 
about a great initiative.
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In Western Sydney 

we risk losing our 
great volunteer 

base because their 
participation comes out 

of their own pockets.
Fund servicing and running costs of 

volunteers’ vehicles
See page 33

It’s not easy to fulfill
licensing requirements 
if you are young, 
disadvantaged or new 
to Australia.
Provide driving lessons and road hours  
through volunteer mentoring programs.

See page 40

 

Newly 
arrived 

migrants 
in Western 

Sydney, 
especially 

women, need 
additional 
support.

Build public transport 
confidence so new migrants 
can integrate with the local 

community.
See page 6

Suddenly your life 
partner and ‘driver’ falls 

sick or passes on.
Support transitions to widowhood locally 
with programs to ensure the surviving 
partner can remain connected to the 

local community.
See page 10

Young 
people need 
independent 

transport 
options to 
pursue life 

goals.
Subsidise a car program in 
outer Western Sydney areas 

similar to ‘Go Get’?
See page 24

Public 
transport can’t 

reach everyone in 
outer Western Sydney 

suburban areas.
Encourage voluntary transport pick-up 

programs to access local groups and 
boost social inclusion.

See page 14

In 
Western 

Sydney a bike 
could make all the 

difference, especially to 
a young person.

Enable organisations like  
Men’s Sheds to recycle  

bicycles for  
disadvantaged  

people.
See page 21

People in Western Sydney would like to suggest…
People in Western Sydney know best what they need. Here are just some 
of their suggestions for simple, affordable service extensions that would 
make a world of difference.

All these ideas are illustrated in the stories in this book.

Many people do not 
understand the varied 
needs of people with 

disabilities.
Provide training to all transport staff 

around disability so they can recognise, 
respect and respond to basic barriers 

in using transport.
See page 28
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I got my L-plates and my own car when I was still at school but I couldn’t 
drive it because I had no-one to take me for my tests and help me 
practise. Our next door neighbour tried to help. He was a truck driver 
and he started teaching me. It’s really difficult to get your hours up 
though, just finding people you can rely on to put the time in. Finally 
in January 2012, the year I applied for Uni, I got to the point of going 
for my licence. One of my friends took me. My car is now my lifeline for 
study and work and creating the life I want.

I love cars and I know a lot about them. It’s expensive to go to the 
mechanic and so I think it’s important to know how to service it yourself. 
Like knowing where the oil goes or if there’s a leak, working out where it 
is. Is it the diesel, is it the petrol, is it the clutch fluid?

I was catching trains on my own when I was nine years old so I’m okay 
with public transport but a lot depends on where you live. I remember 
once when I was in youth accommodation, it was a five kilometre walk for 
me to get to Westfields and the only way I could get the shopping home 
was putting it in a trolley. I’d get paid and do a big shop but pushing the 
trolley all that way was very hard, especially when it had wonky wheels or 
it was a really hot day. I used to call it The Big Mission.

Road to riches
I M A G I N E  you are committed to creating a better life 
for yourself than your childhood experiences suggest. 
First priorities: a tertiary education and a job. Problem is, 
you live in Liverpool and need a car and a driver’s licence. 
What do you do if funds are tight and you don’t have 
family members to help you ‘get your hours up’?

I had such a traumatic childhood and I think I got a kind of strength 
and resilience from that. I had to grow up quickly. I ran away from 

home when I was nine and went into care. A lot of kids who grow up in 
foster care, they get labelled as troublemakers and stuff. I didn’t want that 
to happen to me. I wanted a better life. I wanted to do better for myself.

When I was  nine, I showed traits of an intellectual disability. I had the 
learning age of a six and a half year old. I couldn’t read or write. I’m 
25 now, have my Bachelor of Arts and this year I’m moving on to my 
Masters. I might teach. For me to be doing this, it’s a big opportunity.

Jessica
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As soon as I got my 
licence, things changed. 
I could get to the shops, 
I could go to my Mum’s 
house or my sister’s and 
I had a way of getting 
home instead of always 
sleeping over. I could 
get to Uni and stay 
late for lectures. This 
semester, I’ve got five 
units because I’m doing 
an accelerated course. It’s 
going to be a lot.

I live with my boyfriend 
who’s a police officer. We’ve known each other since high school. I’m a 
very independent woman and I hate relying on a man but at the moment, 
I have no choice. I can’t get Centrelink because he earns too much and 
it’s not easy getting part-time work where I live. There’s a lot of child care 
workers in Western Sydney. Apparently, there’s a lack of us in the eastern 
suburbs but that’s like going all the way to Bondi and we don’t have the 
money to put in the car to get there.

I have to budget my trips very carefully. It’s only money that stops me from 
going places..  $

Thanks to Youth Action/Western Sydney and Liverpool 
Youth Accommodation Assistance for leading us to 
Jessica’s story.

‘…[but] we don’t have the money to put  
in the car to get there.’

If Jessica uses public 
transport to take a  

part-time child carer 
role in Bondi Junction  

it could take
1hr 46 minutes

requiring a walk, a bus, 
and up to three trains 

and costing
$8.56

If Jessica drives 
it could take

 43 minutes,
$4.41

in tolls plus  
petrol costs
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How will I know?
I M A G I N E  you need to catch a bus or a train? You know 
the route. You’re waiting at the stop in Granville. Easy, 
right? Not always. Not if you can’t see where it’s going… or 
when it’s coming… or even where it’s going to stop.

You feel like pulling your hair out sometimes. It shouldn’t be this 
difficult. I get really angry. And disappointed. I should be able to 

have true independence. There’s no reason why I can’t. The technology is 
out there to make it happen and it would be sensational.

I was diagnosed with a rare eye condition when I was in my early teens. 
I wasn’t able to drive for very long but I remember what it was like. 
I’d drive my grandfather up the coast to his boat or I’d visit a girlfriend 
in Canberra. I’d drive everywhere. I decided to give it up when I was 
19. It had become just too scary being behind the wheel. For me and 
everyone else.

I’m forty now with a family and I carry a white identification cane. I have 
about 3-5% vision. I can see enough to get around. I can follow footpaths. 

Michael
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Most of the time I can see a pedestrian… but that’s about it. I can’t read 
the numbers on the front of buses and I can’t read the destinations.

I use public transport at least 2 or 3 days a week: sometimes trains but 
more usually buses. Trains are fine if the announcements are good. 
They’re getting better but not always. You’ll be standing on the platform 
and there’s suddenly three trains in a row, with no announcements and 
no way of finding out if it’s the right train or not.

The white cane doesn’t always seem to alert people either. I remember 
a time at Lidcombe station. I had one foot on the train and one foot 
on the platform and I’m looking at the guy in the fluoro shirt, with 
the flag and the whistle, and I’m waving my cane around and calling: 
‘Where’s this train going?’ And he ignores me. And then door-is-closing 
announcement comes on and I take my foot off the train and I was so 
angry.

I walked up to him and I said, ‘What’s wrong with you?’ And he says, ‘Oh 
sorry, where did you want to go?’ And I look at him and I hold up my 
cane and I say, ‘ Mate, I can’t read the destination board!’ And I shake my 
head and I say, ‘Forget about it’ and I walk off. And he’s calling after me, 
‘Where do you want to go?’ but it’s too late by then. I just go and wait half 
an hour for the next one.

These days, it’s easier to take the bus. For the past eight years, I have 
volunteered at a community Men’s Shed. I’m the volunteer co-ordinator. I 
help organise the guys, the workplace health and safety, purchasing, that 
sort of thing. The bus trip is fairly simple especially if I meet up with one 
of the guys at the bus stop. They watch for the right numbers and we get 
the right bus. But if the buses aren’t on schedule or I’m going to a new 
destination, it’s tricky.

The drivers aren’t always co-operative. I might get on and ask, ‘Mate, can 
you tell me where’s this bus going?’ And he’ll look at you like he doesn’t 
care and he’ll say, ‘It’s on the front of the bus.’ And I’ll say, ‘Mate, I’ve a 
cane. I can’t see. Can you just tell me?’ And other people are waiting and 
it’s just really difficult.

The technology is out there now. I should be able to stand at my bus stop 
and with GPS tracking, I’d know that my bus is coming. I’d get an alert 
saying ‘Your bus is 100 metres away’. And when I’m on the bus, I’d know 
exactly when to get off. I’d get another alert saying ‘Your stop is coming 
up: press the button now.’ These innovations are available. They’re 
working in other cities. They would completely change my life. I would 
have true independence.

In the meantime, other things would improve the situation a lot. If 
the staff on stations and the drivers of buses were just more alert and 
aware that a white cane means people can’t see and they might need a 
little further assistance. Or if they would just do their job and make the 
announcements they’re supposed to make. Or remember to make a stop 
when you’ve asked them to. Or even stop when you’re standing at a bus 
stop but haven’t waved them down because you’re just not sure.

How fantastic would that be?  $

Thanks to Jane, Granville Multicultural Services, for 
linking us to Michael’s story and the Men’s Shed.



32 W E S T E R N  S Y D N E Y  C O M M U N I T Y  F O R U M  W H A T  A  D I F F E R E N C E  A  R I D E  M A K E S  33

Pick up this 
message stick
I M A G I N E  you’ve got a car. It’s only small and it’s 
getting past its Use By date but it’s where amazing things 
can happen. Rhonda is one of the Baabayn Aboriginal 
elders who jump in their own cars to make a difference to 
their Tuesday Family Group in Emerton. They keep their 
fingers crossed that the car will start!

There’s only me, Sister, Jenny and then Sandra sometimes. Sandra is 
Jenny’s daughter. That’s all of us. Sandra’s got a job at the moment 

so we haven’t got her: just the three of us. It’s a lot for Sister, she’s getting 
older; and Jenny has her own family but it’s not too bad on me. I’ve got 
a smaller car and sometimes it starts mucking up and I think, ‘Oh I hope 
it doesn’t muck up today because I’ve got all these people to collect’, you 
know. Sometimes, it’s not the car getting sick but it’s us instead.

When that happens I feel really bad. It’s a big strain, my word it is. We 
ring each other and say, ‘I wonder if it’s going to upset them, knowing 

Rhonda



34 W E S T E R N  S Y D N E Y  C O M M U N I T Y  F O R U M  W H A T  A  D I F F E R E N C E  A  R I D E  M A K E S  35

they can’t come today?’ Will they feel like ‘Oh I won’t go there anymore, 
it’s too much mucking about.’ So that’s when we forget our own sickness 
or our own family things. We put that aside. We don’t like to tell them 
this is wearing us out or we don’t have enough cars or we don’t know 
how long we can keep doing it.

We put the community first because we’ve been volunteering for such a 
long time: three years here and 35 years before that when we ran our own 
organisation. And somehow, we always keep going. Just when money 
gets a bit low or we get a little bit down: we’ll get a donation. It could be 
$50 or it could be $1000, it could be $10. It keeps getting us that little bit 
of petrol or food or a little gift for someone. And then, just when we’re 
running low again, someone will donate something else. Or someone 
will turn up to help. We don’t have enough in the bank but we do have 
enough in the bank, if you know what I mean.

We get up to 25 or 30 people to our weekly group. Like today, I’ve got 
three pick ups. I’ve got to pick one lot up and drop them off and pick up 
another lot and drop them off. And we’ve got Mums and we’ve got the 
babies and we’ve got elders. There’ll be children, grannies whatever.

And once inside the car, everyone will be yarning and I’ll be asking about 
their day to day. I’ve got a young girl with me now and I ask her, ‘How did 
you get on with the housing?’ Or ‘How did you get on with the bank? Did 
you have enough money to do the shopping? Did you get to the doctor?’ 
And the conversation just keeps going until we get to the Centre and 
once there we can sort things out. I’ll go over later to her and say, ‘Look, 
I need this paperwork, I need to ring these people for you now’ and she’ll 
tell me more stuff and remind me of things that are important. People 
need conversations to get comfortable with you and once you’ve been 
picking them up regularly and knowing them more, the conversation 
gets easier.

It’s the same with the non-Aboriginal people who we bring to the Centre 
to connect with us. They’re people who work in Government and other 
organisations who would like to speak about something. We’ll get people 
from the courts, from the Men’s Shed, from the medical centre, from the 

Land Council. We’ll get people from the refuges, the hospitals, DoCs. 
You name it and we’ll try to get them there.

I say to our group, ‘We have some special guests here who would like to 
talk to us’ and they’ll all come over and they’ll sit around the big table in 
the kitchen and they’ll listen to whatever is available to them.

Often the visitors have never been around a group of Aboriginal people 
and that’s a two way street. But you can’t judge people until you sit down 
and have a yarn with them. It mightn’t happen overnight or in a day or 
a month but it will happen. Both cultures coming together and seeing a 
different side of each other. Once you open a door, you can open so many 
doors in an organisation. Even if it’s the biggest organisation going. I see 
it happen. People come here to speak about something and then they go 
back to their work and they’ll say, ‘These are some things I think we can 
do there. This is what they say would help. Can I go back?’

I only got my licence a year ago. I was afraid before. But then this car 
was passed on to me so I thought, I’ve got to give it a go. I haven’t looked 
back. And now, we’re helping other young mums and older ones try too. 
Even one of the young girls that work at the Centre. She’s in the kitchen 



36 W E S T E R N  S Y D N E Y  C O M M U N I T Y  F O R U M  W H A T  A  D I F F E R E N C E  A  R I D E  M A K E S  37

now and because she heard my story, she wants to do it herself. She 
wants to give it a go.

And so I say to her, ‘Have you gone yet? Have you gone for it?’

You can do a lot without ever saying, ‘I’m here to help you.’ It’s about 
having a voice and being able to make decisions for ourselves. It can 
start with a car blowing its horn outside your door. Suddenly you’re 
up. ‘Oh yes, I’m going out today. I’ve got a lift coming for me. And now 
it’s here.’  $

Thanks to Rhonda and the other Baabayn 
Aboriginal elders.

Since we spoke to Rhonda, the girl in the kitchen has done it! 
She has her Ls.

Transport over  
troubled waters
I M A G I N E  you are a child and your parent is taken to 
prison. You want to visit but your family doesn’t have a car 
or perhaps there’s not enough money to travel. Or it may 
be that you’re simply caught in the middle of adult ‘stuff’ 
and you can’t make it there on your own…

The Supported Children’s Transport Program helps children visit 
their parent in prison. If they can’t get to a correctional centre, we’re 

the thread keeping the relationships going. We use different sorts of 
vehicles for short trips and long trips and very long trips. I’ve transported 
all ages from newborns to teenagers.

One five year old girl will always stay in my mind. She’d just found out 
that her Dad was not in hospital (as she’d been told) but was in fact, in 
gaol. On her first visit to him, I was amazed to watch this tiny girl tell 
Dad, ‘I’m really disappointed in you’ and ‘How could you do this to Mum 
and me?’

Samantha
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Every month after that we visited and at every visit I saw her 
understanding and her acceptance grow. They bonded while he was in 
prison. It’s an undeniable bond and watching it unfold made me realise 
how important the transport was. She’d let go of her anger and now that 
he is out, they have an amazing relationship.

If it wasn’t for us supporting this little girl and supporting the Dad as 
well, with his parenting skills, I’m sure she would have held onto a lot of 
her anger. If it wasn’t for that continuous, monthly visit who knows what 
would have happened?

Sometimes some of the best things we do happens on the road: in the 
car or the bus. Our transport workers are very experienced and they can 
listen when kids need to vent or answer questions that are worrying to 
them. I remember a little child asking me once, ‘Is Daddy’s room really, 
really dark?’ And I was able to reassure her that it wasn’t and tell her that 
she can ask her Dad any question she wants and not to keep it bottled 
up. Another time, we had a 16 year old who was so angry about her Mum 
missing all the important moments in her life and in those monthly 
rides back and forth, we could give her emotional support and she could 
express her sadness.

Sometimes, the family has the means but not the will, to travel. When 
marriages break down, it’s the children who can get caught in the middle. 
Sometimes a parent simply won’t take them for a visit. Or the inmate 
themself might contact us and say ‘Look I don’t want to see my ex-wife 
but I do want to keep a relationship with my children.’

Children have the right to maintain a relationship with both parents 
regardless of any wrongdoing or what might be going on between them. 
Without transport, it can’t happen.

I started in this work as a volunteer mentor in a community program. 
I was matched up with this 11 year old Aboriginal boy who was one of 
seven children in his family. I would collect him from his house, once a 
fortnight and transport him to all these different outings and that was 
great. Just being able to get out of the house and experience things, one-
on-one, made all the difference. I’ve always had a passion to work with 
children and now I’m hooked.  $

Thanks to Samantha who was a caseworker with Shine for 
Kids when she shared her story.
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Licence to drive
I M A G I N E  arriving here in Australia as a refugee, 
no money, no job, nowhere to stay, no connections, no 
neighbours or friends and, in this car dependent country 
Australia, no driver’s licence. How do you move forward in 
your life?

One of the criteria in getting employment, in Australia, is having a 
driver’s licence or having a car. If you don’t have a car or you don’t 

have a driver licence, it’s very hard to get a job, particularly if you don’t 
have a first world skill. Or even if you do, you have to travel by night or 
it is far distance to go there or the factories are in an area which is not 
accessible by public transport.

I have many friends, for example in the cleaning industry yeah, and they 
need them to be there by 4am. At 4am you don’t have public transport, 
you need to have your own car. If you don’t have a driving licence and 
you don’t have a car it is very difficult for you. Some of my friends they 
are working in security, also the same thing, they need a car.

That’s why I volunteer in the SydWest driver mentoring program and 
help by coming here and giving my time to help someone get a licence 
and have a way for them to get into the workforce. It is very important and 
it is appreciated in the community, and this is something that I can do.

Some people when they come here to Australia, they haven’t been in a 
car at all. So just being in a car, driving in a car, it is a big challenge. 

Sometimes they are nervous and you have to be patient with them. You 
have to be very patient with them.

I have one learner, who hasn’t been in a car and the first time, he was 
so nervous. He was shaking. When another car passes the other way or 
comes in front he is telling me, ‘Please, I want a free road. I want a road to 
myself.’ I said, ‘Well, here is not like in Africa where one car pass after 2 
hours or 3 hours. It is busy.’ And he gets scared and says, ‘No, no, no, I’m 
not going to learn on this road. I need a whole road which is free.’

So, I was telling him, ‘You’ll be all right. It’s easy and I will be assisting 
you. You are not going to collide with a car while I am with you.’ But he’s 
not trusting me. So I said, ‘Don’t worry, if you have to brake and you fail 
to brake, I will do it for you. Just hold the wheel steady…’

All of the people I taught, they’ve got their licence now. Afterwards, 
come and say thank you very much for helping me.’ They say, ‘It’s very 
important.’ And I feel happy. I say, ‘You are welcome.’

When somebody you teach, get the achievement, it makes you happy too.

Thanks to Silvana, SydWest Multicultural Services for 
gathering these stories.

Ojulu Vigneswaren
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Thank you
Western Sydney Community Forum wishes to thank the many 
organisations who partnered with us to find the stories for this book. 
We are grateful for the time and resources you committed. Thanks for 
participating in our Story Skills Workshop. It was a great mix of groups 
and this means we achieved a very rich picture of transport in our area.

Anglicare Social Support, 
Mt Druitt 
Tel 8805 0900 
www.anglicare.org.au

Baabayn Aboriginal Corporation, 
Mt Druitt 
Tel 9677 1703

Bankstown Canterbury 
Community Transport 
Tel 9772 4928 
www.bcct.org.au

Care Connect – Partners in 
Recovery, 
Bella Vista 
Tel 1800 116 166

Granville Multicultural Services 
 Tel 9637 7600  
www.gmcc.org.au

Granville Men’s Shed,  
South Granville 
Tel 0410 561 163

Liverpool Youth Accommodation 
Assistance 
Tel 9600 6011  
www.lyacc.org.au

Peppercorn Services Hawkesbury 
Tel 4578 2072  
www.peppercornservices.com.au

Peppercorn Community 
Transport, Windsor 
Tel 4504 7022

Shine for Kids Parklea 
Tel 9933 7900  
www.shineforkids.org.au

South West Community Transport 
Tel 9426 8999 
www.swct.com.au

SydWest Multicultural Service, 
Blacktown 
Tel 9621 6633  
www.sydwestmsi.org.au

Western Sydney Public Transport 
Users (WSPTU) 
Tel 0411 395 363 

Youth Action, Western Sydney 
Tel 8218 9800  
www.youthaction.org.au
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