
Baby boom at WDHS
Is there something in the water at 
WDHS? That’s the question people are 
asking, with a large number of staff 
recently giving birth in Hamilton, or 
preparing to take Maternity Leave.

Leading into Christmas, over 30 WDHS 
staff are either already on maternity 
leave or anticipating the arrival of a bub 
before the end of April. 

Due to have her first baby soon, Surgical 
Nurse Unit Manager, Amber Thomas says 
it’s really special when staff give birth on 
the wards.

“Quite a few staff members have recently 
had babies in Hamilton and many more 
are pregnant, so people have been joking 
that there’s something in our water.

There’s always plenty of excitement 
when an announcement is made, so it’s 
quite special when you are surrounded 
by your colleagues.

I’m looking forward to having my baby 
in the care of the midwifery team I work 
with every day. I know I’ll be in great 
hands,” Amber said.
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WDHS mums and mums to be, with their little ones: 
L-R Back – Abby-Jean McKerlie with Jaxon, Shaylee 
Walkenhorst with Layla, Amy Holmes with baby Willa, Zoe 
Price with Ruby and Sami
L-R Front – Melissa Sutherland with baby Xander, 
Catherine Winnell with Jeremy and Kurt, Jess Calvano 
with baby Bonnie Sarah Vasildes with Zach and Surgical 
Nurse Unit Manager, Amber Thomas



From the CE
We are continually 
striving to achieve 
our vision of ‘creating 

healthier communities’. This ambitious 
vision is only achievable by adopting 
a broad, holistic and multifaceted 
approach.  This means that while we 
continue to focus on our core acute and 
residential aged care services we are 
also building our capacity to keep our 
community healthy and well at home 
through our community based programs.

When we considered our service design a 
number of years ago it was apparent that 
more needed to be done for cancer and 
dialysis patients in our region.  

We know that we have high rates of 
cancer and that close to home services 
deliver the best patient outcomes.  We 
developed a plan for a new facility, 
started working with the Ballarat 
Regional Integrated Cancer Centre and 
before too long the community support 
started to flood in.    

Our goal was to raise $1.8 million dollars 
in two years, which seemed a little 
overwhelming when we started, although 
after a few months we were well and 
truly on target. We are now starting 
construction and will hopefully be seeing 
patients later in 2018.  

We are extremely grateful for the 
generosity that has been shown by the 
community for this project.  On behalf 
of WDHS I would like to say a heartfelt 

thank you to everyone who has made this 
possible.

There is a link between where Australians 
live and their educational outcomes, 
with those living in rural and remote 
communities doing worse than students 
in metropolitan areas. 

We know that rural students don’t have 
the same access to education, attend 
school less frequently, are less likely to go 
to university and are more likely to drop 
out if they enrol.  

Higher education attainment is also seen 
as playing a significant role in our physical 
and mental health.  To address this gap 
WDHS and CQUniversity are partnering 
to deliver an innovative pilot Bachelor 
of Nursing program for the Southern 
Grampians Shire community. 

It is pleasing that awareness of family 
violence and in particular violence 
against women is growing in our region. 
However, I am deeply saddened that in 
the last 12 months 378 reported acts of 
violence against women were made to 
Police in our community.  

In the context of White Ribbon Day I have 
reflected on how to better understand 
this issue and lead change. In the words 
of our White Ribbon event Guest 
Speaker, Natalie Russell, violence is not 
inevitable, it’s not natural, it’s not just 
how life is and we don’t have to live with 
it, as individuals or as a community. 

As the Victorian Royal Commission into 
Family Violence report noted, the drivers 
of family violence are complex, and 
include gender inequality and community 
attitudes towards women.

As a male, it is certainly challenging 
for me to comprehend the concept of 
gender inequality, as I’m sure it will be for 
many others. 

If we want to end violence against 
women in our society, we need to 
increase equality between women and 
men and reduce the power of gender 
stereotypes. If men are open to leading 
the way and upholding one of the most 
basic of human rights ‘equality’, our 
society will be better placed to reduce 
or hopefully one day end family violence 
altogether. 

Our key focus needs to be building 
more equal and respectful relationships 
between men and women by taking 
action at all levels – as individuals, in the 
places people live, work, learn and play – 
like sports, workplaces and schools. 

We need to shift the way we think about 
men and women altogether, challenge 
biases, question stereotypes, speak up 
against sexism and reject violence in all 
its forms.

Please enjoy this edition of Talking Health 
and I wish you all a Merry Christmas and 
Safe and Happy New Year.

Rohan Fitzgerald 
Chief Executive

Eye catching mural ‘creating 
healthier communities’ 
Over a hundred people of all ages made 
a colourful contribution to the Allied 
Health entrance by helping to paint a 
vibrant mural promoting the WDHS vision 
‘creating healthier communities’.

Kindergarten, primary and secondary 
school children, staff and aged care 
residents all prepared and painted shapes 
in a cheerful colour palette designed 
by well-known local artist, Jasmine 
Mansbridge.

The shapes reflect the diversity of 
the local community and WDHS’s 
commitment and connection to people in 
the region.

The bright, simple design ensured that 
both artists and those who wouldn’t 
normally pick up a paint brush, could 
participate with ease.

The mural not only improves the 
environment, but feedback from 
participants suggests that the activity 
reduced stress and enhanced emotional 
wellbeing.

Jasmine enjoys working with the 
community to bring colour and interest to 
public spaces.

“Public art has the ability to add beauty 
and interest to any environment. It 
can be used to provoke thought and 
encourage contemplation, to brighten 
up a dull area and to foster a feeling of 
positive connection and wellbeing. 

I love working on these large mural 
projects and I always receive great 
feedback from community members.

While I was working to complete the 
WDHS mural I had several visits from 
schoolchildren, proudly showing mum 
and dad their unique contributions,” 
Jasmine said.

The paint for the project was generously 
donated by Hammonds Paints. The mural 
is located near the Allied Health Entrance 
area in Tyers Street, Hamilton.

Children from Gray 
Street Primary School 
paint shapes for the 
‘creating healthier 
communities’ mural.
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Construction set to begin on cancer and dialysis area 
AW Nicholson has been appointed to 
construct the much-anticipated new 
cancer treatment and dialysis area at 
Hamilton Base Hospital.

Building works are set to begin early 
next year and Chief Executive, Rohan 
Fitzgerald says he is excited to reach this 
stage of the project, which has been in 
the pipeline for over two years.

“It’s incredibly exciting to 

“We are very excited to get to this point, 
and we look forward to seeing the building 
transform over the coming months.

I’m just in awe of our community, given 
this $1.8million project has been fully 
funded thanks to their support.

It just demonstrates how much we can 
achieve when there is a real need and will 
to improve the lives of others.

We’ve already seen a considerable 
amount of growth in our 

cancer outreach service in 
recent months and look 

forward to providing 
improved facilities 
to deliver the best 
possible service 
for our patients,” 
Rohan said. 

Board Chair, Hugh 
Macdonald, Director 
of Medical Oncology at 
Ballarat Regional Integrated 
Cancer Centre (BRICC), 
Stephen Brown, cancer 
survivor, Jan Ivory and Chief 
Executive, Rohan Fitzgerald 
discuss the Cancer 
Treatment and Dialysis 
Project plan.

Rural town 
streetscape for 
the Birches 
A typical rural town streetscape 
is a feature of the exciting new 
redevelopment at the Birches, with the 
first works set to begin in early 2018.

The streetscape design will support 
residents to feel more at home in the 
aged care environment and is based on 
a range of international best practice 
models, including the dementia village of 
De Hogeweyk in the Netherlands. 

Director of Nursing, Aged Care Services, 
Katherine Armstrong says aged care 
facilities need to be more than buildings; 
they need to model a normal suburban or 
town environment. 

“The De Hogeweyk concept shows that 
by using appropriate design principles 
we can enhance the lives of residents 
with dementia and support them to 
be happier, less anxious and ultimately 
improve their health and wellbeing,” 
Katherine said.

The Birches design will make it possible 
for residents living with dementia to 
walk around the facility more freely and 
even participate in normal activities like 
visiting a café.   

It will incorporate street lights, even 
clouds, buildings such as the historic 
Hamilton Fire Station and the refurbished 
façade of the Thompson’s & Co building.  

There will also be a beauty salon and 
treatment room with shop front facades 
to support residents to feel they are 
involved in their normal activities.

“We are developing a state of the art 
facility that would normally only be 
available to residents living in large 
metropolitan areas or internationally.  

Our residents and their families deserve 
no less than the best and we intend to 
create an environment that supports a 
greater sense of freedom in a dementia 
facility,” Katherine said.

WDHS Apprentice Chef, 
Matthew Rawlinson was 
named 1st Year Rotary 
Apprentice of the Year - 
Rotary Warrnambool East 
(pictured with Chef John 
Hedley).
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A BIG THANK YOU
to ALL who supported the Medicine Ball, raising over $182,000 for the Cancer Treatment 

and Dialysis Project at WDHS.

The success of the event reflects the incredible generosity of sponsors, patrons and the 
importance of the project to our community.

 Shining a light on the 378 local incidents 
of family violence reported in our Shire 
each year are Hamilton Senior Sergeant, 

Gerard Kelly, SGSC Chief Executive 
Officer, Michael Tudball and WDHS 
Chief Executive, Rohan Fitzgerald.

The 2017 Fox and Lillie Vitality Rural 
Run raised $11,000. In an incredible 
effort Fox and Lillie Rural were not 
only major sponsors, but fielded an 
impressive team of 51 participants 
from their depots across Victoria.

The WDHS Golf Tournament raised over $17,000 
for the cancer treatment and dialysis area. 
Pictured are the Jackson Care Technology 

team featuring James Lorb, who travelled all 
the way from Adelaide to participate, Rita 

Walkom, Jenny Fishburn and Barry Raymond.  

Other recent events and fundraisers

Chefs and their creations
Six local chefs, led by John Hedley created 
a feast to remember, featuring smoking 
lamb, hatching chicken and chocolate 
limerence! Cutting the egg shells for the 
hatching chicken alone, took over 30 
hours, using over 600 eggs! 

L-R: Tim Roll - The Botanical Restaurant 
& Bar, Stuart Thomson - Darriwill 
Farm, Michael Nguyen - The Botanical 
Restaurant & Bar, Jordan Lanigan - Tosca 
Browns, Lindsay Fush - Rococo Events, 
John Hedley – South West Tafe.
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A new initiative at this year’s Fun Run 
was ‘Beat the Boss’, with teams and 

individuals taking on Chief Executive, 
Rohan Fitzgerald’s time over 21kms. 

New anaesthetic machines were purchased 
thanks to generous donations from The 

Collier Foundation and the Watermark Charity 
House. L-R: Anaesthetist, James Muir, Drager 

Representative, Lucy Shao, Chief Executive, Rohan 
Fitzgerald and Board Chair, Hugh Macdonald. 

Birches residents, staff and members of the Birches 
Auxiliary created a hay bale bus for Laternenfest 
to raise awareness of their campaign to purchase 
a new bus to transport residents to appointments 

and activities. To support this worthy cause, please 
contact Community Liaison on 5551 8540.

Students and volunteers
Over 50 Monivae and Hamilton and 
Alexandra College students waited tables, 
worked the bar and washed dishes at the 
Ball. The students and staff worked with 
great professionalism to ensure guests 
wanted for nothing on the night. 

Decorating team 
The Decorators, headed by Sue 
McGinnity and Jill Whiting, were 
supported by a generous group of 
volunteers who transformed the 
Chevalier Centre, with magnificent floral 
arrangements also donated by Regent 
Florist and Gray St Flowers. 

Committee
The Committee L-R: Rohan Fitzgerald, 
Jill Whiting, Mark McGinnity (Chair), Sue 
McGinnity, Jim Bailey, Jen Hutton, Laurie 
Cogger, Leonie Sharrock, John Hedley and 
Stephen Jones worked tirelessly to create 
a night to remember.

Generous sponsors
Many local and regional business 
owners generously supported the event, 
providing cash sponsorships, auction 
prizes and in kind support.

Heath Templeton brought down the 
hammer on the donated auction items, 
the most anticipated of which was the 
Volvo XC60, which sold for $60,000 (with 
$5,000 from the sale donated to the Ball).

Guests
Over 300 guests dressed in their finest 
and had a ball, with Kate Pickford the 
lucky winner of the $4,000 Hospital Lotto.

Entertainers
The event featured 80’s cover band 
‘Stand and Deliver’, who had guests 
dancing until the final encore, as well as 
17th Century French roving entertainers 
and a very cheeky Nurse Florence.

The cause
Funds raised at the Medicine Ball will 
support the new Cancer Treatment and 
Dialysis Area at WDHS. Many people 
in our community have been touched 
by cancer. Access to quality treatment 
services close to home is vital to 
improving the health outcomes of those 
living with cancer in our community. 

We need your help to complete this 
important project. To donate, please 
contact 5551 8540.
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WDHS is joining with Safer Care Victoria, 
the VMIA and other hospitals across 
metropolitan and regional Victoria to 
focus on kindness as a driver of patient 
and staff satisfaction in their healthcare 
service.

WDHS held a ‘Gathering of Kindness’ 
workshop in November, with more than 
70 staff in attendance. 

It coincided with ‘World Kindness 
Day’, with one of the key aims of 
the movement to build a kinder 
healthcare system. 

Chief Executive Rohan 
Fitzgerald says kindness is 
such an essential quality in 
the delivery of healthcare.

“As an organisation, 
it’s imperative that we 
foster an environment 

in which everyone feels safe… kindness 
is intangible but we know it when we 
see it and when we feel it,” Rohan said. 

Guest speakers at the WDHS ‘Gathering 
of Kindness’ were Sybil Braybrook and 
Roger Thompson OAM.

Sybil discussed the importance of 
building emotional intelligence as the 
foundation for delivering a kinder 
healthcare system and provided many 
practical ways for staff to be kind to 
themselves. 

Roger spoke of kindness in everyday 
life, and his involvement in the ‘Second 
Bite’ program in Hamilton. He also 
discussed how small acts of kindness by 
many individuals make a big difference 

collectively. 

‘Gathering of Kindness’ Guest 
Speakers, Roger Thompson OAM 
and Sybil Braybrook, with Customer 
Service Project Officer, Paige Cross.

New customer 
service officer  
At WDHS, we understand that at 
times the healthcare system can be 
overwhelming and complex. 

We care about you as an individual and 
improving your experience and that’s 
why we’ve introduced a Customer 
Service Officer, to improve relationships 
and communication between patients 
and staff. 

The purpose of the Customer Service 
Officer is to assist patients and their 
families to:

• feel fully engaged with their care

• fully communicate their perceptions 
of the health service

• address concerns or issues that might 
arise.

The Customer Service Officer visits 
patients in both the Medical and Surgical 
Units who have been inpatients for over 
two nights, or those who may not be 
supported by a local family member or 
other support person.

Participation is voluntary and patient 
confidentiality is respected at all times. 

For more information on how you can 
access the Customer Service Officer, 
please call 5551 8222.

A nursing career through CQUni 
Aspiring nurses can stay local thanks 
to a new CQUniversity and WDHS 
partnership.

The flexible Bachelor of Nursing program 
will allow students to study and complete 
placements in their own community.

Under the agreement, WDHS has offered 
10 student placements in the Bachelor of 
Nursing program in 2018. Students living 
in the Southern Grampians and Glenelg 
Shires will be given preference for the 
placements, ensuring the skills developed 
will stay in the local community. 

Chief Executive, Rohan Fitzgerald says 
the new partnership will create more 
education and employment opportunities 
for locals and support WDHS to develop 
and retain its local workforce. 

“This exciting new program is designed 
to support rural people to access 
high quality education and career 
opportunities close to home.

It also allows current staff the flexibility 
to study and complete their clinical 
placements in Hamilton, while continuing 
to work at WDHS.

The partnership will also see two newly-
registered Endorsed Enrolled Nurses, 
and any currently employed Endorsed 
Enrolled Nurses, supported by WDHS to 
commence their Bachelor of Nursing, 
with their previous study giving them 
a fast-track into the second-year of the 
degree,” Rohan said.

CQUniversity Associate Vice-Chancellor 
(Victoria), Lara Carton says the 

partnership aims to empower regional 
young people to pursue their careers in 
health, while maintaining connections 
with family, community and work 
opportunities. 

“CQUniversity is renowned for the 
quality of its flexible, off-campus study 
options, and hundreds of aspiring 
nurses complete their degree with us via 
distance education every year. 

When a student is considering a career 
in health care, knowing they’ll be able to 
do their mandatory work placements in 
their local community is a great incentive 
to get started, and it improves their 
employment opportunities once they 
graduate, too,” Lara said.

For more information visit wdhs.net
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Virtual reality – improving our 
understanding of dementia 
Virtual reality glasses gave health 
professionals a unique insight into the 
everyday experience of people living with 
dementia at a recent Dementia Australia 
workshop.

The glasses simulate the symptoms 
people experience beyond memory 
loss and were designed to help staff 
appreciate what people with dementia 
see and how they feel. They also assist 
in understanding some of the day to day 
issues faced by carers at home.

Chief Executive, Rohan Fitzgerald 
donned the VR glasses during one of 
the workshops and was surprised by 
how disorienting and overwhelming the 
experience was.

“People don’t often think beyond 
memory loss when it comes to the 
symptoms of dementia, but dementia 
is a condition caused by diseases 
that damage different areas of 
the brain, leading to a variety 
of challenging symptoms.

These types of experiences 
are so important for 
healthcare professionals 
because it’s difficult to 
understand what life is like 
for sufferers, which can make it 
hard to maintain relationships 
and care for people with 
symptoms.

Exposure to the lived experience of a 
person with dementia fosters empathy, 
helping healthcare workers understand 
how they can better support patients and 
their carers.

Dementia is so complex and each 
person’s experience of it is 

unique, but we hope these 
exercises will help 

staff think a little 
differently about 

dementia.

May – 
Di 
Walkenhorst
Community 
Transport/
Events

September – 
Robert Cook
Community 
Transport

October – 
Martin Wilk
Community 
Transport - 
Coleraine

June – 
Brenda 
Cullinane
Ward Volunteer

July –  
Dot 
Donaldson
Op Shop

August – 
Vivian Rowe
Social Support 
Group

W
estern District Health Service | Talking Health

Charlie W
att Volunteer

M
onth

ofthe
NCFH workshops for 
farming women  
The health of farming women was in 
the spotlight at the National Centre 
for Farmer Health (NCFH), with over 
50 women attending three workshops 
funded by Live Rural in Lake Bolac and 
Maroona. 

Guest speakers, Dr Alison Kennedy and Dr 
Diane Luhrs presented on understanding 
and managing anxiety and stress, self-
worth and care and the emotion of farm 
succession and transfer.

Diet, nutrition and women’s health 
were also on the agenda, with the final 
workshop focusing on the all-important 
safety aspects of farm life - minimising 
safety risks on farm and improving 
knowledge of Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE).

At the end of each session participants 
were prompted to create action plans, 
adding measurable, attainable, realistic 
and time specific ‘smart goals’ for each 
topic discussed. 

AgriSafe Clinician, Tam Phillips says 
the feedback was excellent, with many 
women gaining greater insights into their 
current health and setting goals to make 
real changes.

“The workshops are a fantastic way to 
connect women with other farm women 
who may be experiencing the same 
concerns and/or health problems.

Talking about the triggers and 
management of stress and sharing ways 
to alleviate the burden was powerful and 
many participants said they left armed 
with resources and ideas they could take 
back and apply straight away. 

Other participants also revealed that they 
felt more empowered to share safety 
concerns with their farming families,” 
Tam said.

For more information on upcoming 
NCFH events and activities, visit the 
NCFH Facebook page or sign up for an 
online newsletter at www.ncfh.org

Participants learn about managing stress at one of 
three ‘Live Rural’ Farming Women Workshops

CE Rohan Fitzgerald 
sees the world 
through the eyes 
of a person with 
dementia using 
virtual reality
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Nursing in rural 
areas
At 21, Coleraine Nurse Unit Manager, 
Suzie Clayden was offered a management 
position in retail, but decided instead to 
pursue a career in nursing. 

Since graduating, she has worked in ICU, 
ED, dialysis, oncology, community nursing 
and aged care. She has completed a Post 
Graduate Diploma in Rural Critical Care 
Nursing and is currently completing a 
Master’s of Nursing. 

She is a dedicated and passionate nurse 
who has worked in many different 
healthcare environments, both country 
and metropolitan. 

We asked Suzie to provide some insights 
into nursing in rural areas:

“My work as a critical care nurse has 
taught me just how important it is for 
nurses to have strong assessment and 
communication skills. 

Most nurses can sense when something 
isn’t right; they often refer it to a ‘gut 
feeling’. But I believe it’s much more than 
that. Nurses are recognising symptoms 
from training and experience and this 
triggers core knowledge. 

It’s so important that nurses learn to 
articulate that knowledge, so they can 
communicate effectively with other staff 
and doctors. This is vital in rural areas, 
where less resources often mean greater 
autonomy and responsibility.

Rural nurses play such a dramatic role in 
people’s lives, because it’s often up to 
us to recognise and respond to a range 
of different illnesses and to refer as 
appropriate.

High level assessment and 
communication skills are also critical in 
aged care settings, because the elderly 
are vulnerable and can deteriorate 
quickly. I think we need to understand 
that aged care nursing is a specialty in its 
own right. 

At WDHS we are lucky to have a Chief 
Executive who absolutely recognises 
that fewer resources and the distances 
travelled to access services  lead to 
poorer health outcomes for rural people. 
Rohan’s passion for closing that gap, is 
one of the main reasons I came to work 
at WDHS. 

There are many opportunities in nursing. 
By specialising in different areas and 
gaining experience in both country and 
metropolitan hospitals I have had a very 
rewarding and challenging career,” Suzie 
said.

May  
– Meg Watson 
Complex Care 
Co-ordinator RN

June
– Sarah Baker 
Acting Director of Primary 
& Preventative Health

July
– Sara Smith 
Executive Assistant, 
Human Resources

August 
– Leanne Deutscher 
After Hours Coordinator

September
– Donna Parfrey 
Ward Clerk, Grange 
Residential Aged Care

October
– Rodney Nolte 
Maintenance Supervisor 
at CDHS
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Monitoring pollen levels to save lives
Collecting grass pollen samples and 
counting spores under a microscope 
might not be considered a typical hospital 
maintenance activity, but it’s all in a days 
work for the team at WDHS.

The Maintenance team are supporting 
a vital new state government project 
to help people manage their asthma 
and hayfever, in response to the deadly 
thunderstorm asthma epidemic in 2017.

The Health Service recently set up the 
first of five new pollen traps in regional 
Victoria, with staff managing daily 
collection, analysis and reporting at the 
site during grass pollen seasons.

It’s all part of a Victorian Government 
initiative to identify the risk of epidemic 
thunderstorm asthma, using a traffic 

light scale of green for low, orange for 
moderate, and red for high – and trigger 
warnings if required.

A roof mounted pollen trap has been 
set up at Hamilton Hospital, with staff 
required each day to send data through 
to the University of Melbourne. These 
details are collated and read by a severe 
weather forecaster from the Bureau of 
Meteorology, who rates the information.

Over 39,000 asthma related 
hospitalisations are recorded in Australia 
each year. 

The system alerts asthma and hayfever 
sufferers to high risk days, so they can 
potentially take action or modify their 
activities to prevent exposure.

To access the pollen forecasts Victorians 
should download the Vic Emergency 
App or visit www.emergency.vic.gov.au/
prepare.  

Research Fellow, University of Tasmania, Air 
Rater Project, Penny Jones, WDHS Maintenance 
team members Julian Gardner and Jordan Frost 
and Associate Professor, School of Biosciences at 
Melbourne University, Ed Newbigin with the new 
pollen trap installed at WDHS.


