
OPERATION FLINDERS	 DECEMBER 2025



2025 CORE PROGRAM STATS

41% 
Childhood  

trauma

50% 
Disengaged  
from school

2% 
Community  

offending 

51% 
Family  

dysfunction

374 
participants 
across all five 
Exercises 

17participants 
accessed the core 
program through the 
Step Out program

ABOUT OUR PARTICIPANTS 
In preparation for each Exercise, all school and agency coordinators provide 
background and demographic information on program participants. 

49% 
Female identifying

48% 
Male identifying

1% 
Non-binary

31%
Antisocial  
peer group

7% 
Family criminal 

involvement

19% 
Aboriginal or Torres 

Strait Islander Peoples

40% 
Economic 

disadvantage
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CHAIR’S MESSAGE

What a privilege this year has been, to be part of the Operation Flinders family and 
Chair of the Foundation. After a year as Chair, that’s what stands out most – this 
isn’t just an organisation; it’s a family. It’s what you get when you have people of your 
calibre involved – people who care, who give, and who never stop showing up. 

2025 has been a year of reflection, 
growth, and momentum – and as 
we turn our attention to 2026, I can 
confidently say that the best is still to 
come. 

We enter the new year with some 
significant milestones. We’ve 
renewed our agreement with the 
Department for Child Protection 
to continue delivering Adventure 
Mentoring – a program that’s 
changing lives one step, one 
conversation, and one challenge at 
a time. 

We also begin an exciting new 
chapter through our partnership with 
the Port Augusta Alliance, supported 
by Nat Cook MP. This initiative will 
see young people in Port Augusta 
take part in community-based 
mentoring before joining our Core 

Program at Yankaninna Station. 
It’s a pathway of purpose and one 
that will bring real, lasting impact 
to the community. Importantly, it 
also means new opportunities for 
local employment, training, and 
engagement – ensuring this program 
is led by the community, for the 
community. 

We’ve also signed a new four-year 
agreement with the Attorney-
General’s Department, the longest 
contract we’ve ever had with them. 
That’s a vote of confidence in the 
strength and sustainability of our 
Core Program and the outcomes we 
deliver for young South Australians. 

Another key focus for the year ahead 
is the training and support of our 
volunteers. We’re investing more 
than ever into skills, compliance, 
and wellbeing, ensuring every person 
who represents Operation Flinders in 
the field feels prepared, supported, 
and valued. 

But beyond the contracts and the 
milestones, there’s something more 
personal that keeps us grounded – 
and that’s our history.

Recently, we celebrated the life of 
Pam Murray-White. It’s been thirty 
years since her passing, and her 
legacy continues to inspire all of 

us. Next year, 2026, marks 35 years 
of Operation Flinders – 35 years 
of transforming lives, building 
resilience, and proving what’s 
possible when people come together 
with a shared purpose. 

One of the standout moments for 
me this year was standing at the 
Flying Fox launch on Exercise 3. 
Watching young people challenge 
themselves, laugh, and overcome 
their fears – that’s something I won’t 
forget. Knowing that hundreds more 
will share that same experience in 
2026 makes me immensely proud of 
where this Foundation is heading. 

On that same visit, I had a moment 
that truly summed up what 
Operation Flinders is about. Hayden 
and Danielle approached Emma and 
me in the mess, handing us a stack 
of small, handwritten cards. Each 
one was from a Next Stepper or a 
Peer Group Mentor – messages of 
gratitude, reflection, and hope. They 
were thanking us for supporting the 
Foundation – but in truth, it’s this 
Foundation that supports all of us. 

Here’s to the year ahead – to new 
programs, new opportunities, and to 
our 35th year of Operation Flinders.

Grant Stevens 
Board Chair

this isn’t 
just an 
organisation; 
it’s a family.
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2025 has been one of the most 
defining years in Operation Flinders’ 
history. After 34 years of operating 
from a series of temporary sites – 
from a back shed in Williamstown, to 
Largs North, Port Adelaide, and most 
recently Edwardstown – we have finally 
secured a permanent home.

Our new headquarters in Richmond 
marks a turning point. It’s more than 
just a building; it’s a foundation for 
the future. The stability and security 
of owning our headquarters enables 
us to reinvest more directly into our 
programs and, ultimately, into the lives 
of young South Australians who need 
support and opportunity the most.

This achievement was made 
possible through extraordinary 
generosity. In particular, I want to 
acknowledge Pammi Wall, whose 
major contribution turned this vision 
into reality. Her belief in our mission 
and investment in our long-term 

sustainability will leave a legacy that 
impacts generations to come.

Of course, a move of this scale didn’t 
happen without the collective effort of 
our community. Volunteers dedicated 
countless hours to packing, lifting, and 
setting up our new space – ensuring a 
seamless transition while maintaining 
program delivery. Our staff worked 
tirelessly, navigating the challenges 
of operating amidst renovations and 
relocation. Their patience, adaptability, 
and humour throughout the process 
were remarkable.

This milestone represents more than a 
change of address. It signifies growth 
– a stronger, more stable organisation 
positioned for long-term impact.

And that impact continues to deepen. 
Our Adventure Mentoring program, 
now in its second year, continues to 
thrive thanks to the ongoing support 
of the Department for Child 
Protection. The outcomes we’re 
seeing are life-changing.

Take William, for example. He joined 
Adventure Mentoring last year and 
has since completed his Step Out 
and Next Step programs, trained as a 
Peer Group Mentor, and most recently 
returned from walking the Kokoda 
Track – his first-ever flight. His journey 
from participant to mentor embodies 
what Operation Flinders is all about: 
transformation, confidence, and belief 
in one’s potential.

Our 2025 Social Impact Report 
reinforces the power of this work:

•	 90% of young people reported 
feeling motivated to make positive 
changes in their lives.

•	 100% of those in our Next Step 
wellbeing activities said they feel 
more confident navigating life’s 
challenges.

These numbers are not just statistics 
– they represent real change, driven by 
our volunteers, staff, and supporters.

As we reflect on this past year, we do 
so with immense pride:
•	 A permanent home and stronger 

foundation.
•	 A growing and committed team.
•	 Expanding reach and measurable 

social impact.

To our volunteers – you are the heart 
of Operation Flinders. To our staff – 
thank you for your professionalism 
and passion. And to our partners and 
supporters – your belief in what we do 
makes this work possible.

A parent recently shared with us, 
“It takes a village to raise a child, 
but I had Operation Flinders.” That 
sentiment captures exactly why we do 
what we do – and why we’ll continue to 
do it for decades to come.

As we look ahead to 2026, our focus 
remains clear: building stronger 
pathways for young people, deepening 
community partnerships, and ensuring 
that every young person we reach can 
see a brighter future ahead.

David Wark 
Chief Executive Officer 
Operation Flinders Foundation

It takes a 
village to raise 
a child, but I 
had Operation 
Flinders.

CEO’S MESSAGE

4



After 34 years, Operation Flinders took an important step into its next chapter: a 
permanent new home in Richmond. The move marks the latest milestone in an 
organisation that began in the humblest of circumstances and has grown, through 
community support and dedicated volunteers. 

Humble beginnings
Operation Flinders’ story began in 
a Williamstown backyard shed – a 
small, determined start that set the 
tone for everything to follow. From 
those early days the organisation grew, 
moving to Largs North and later Port 
Adelaide as programs expanded and 
demand grew. In 2017 HQ was moved 
to Edwardstown – the final temporary 
home of the Foundation

A community-built home
The move to Richmond would not 
have been possible without the 
generosity and hard work of people 
who believe in the mission. A special 
acknowledgement goes to Pammi 
Wall, whose major contribution to the 
new building provided a foundation for 
Operation Flinders’ future. Pammi’s 
support – both financial and as an 
advocate for the organisation – played 
a pivotal role in making a permanent, 
fit-for-purpose home a reality. We also 

thank the Mary Mattie Foundation and 
other contributors for their financial 
support. 

Sarah Constructions led the 
renovation of the Richmond site, 
bringing a collaborative, community-
minded approach to the work. Their 
renovation team transformed the 
space into modern, welcoming 
facilities tailored to the needs of staff, 
volunteers and the young people who 
attend Operation Flinders’ programs. 
Attention to durability, accessibility 
and spaces for training and storytelling 
mean the new Richmond home 
is ready for the next generation of 
participants.

Volunteers move the mission 
forward
The physical move from Edwardstown 
to Richmond was a true community 
effort. Volunteers – many of whom 
have given years of service to 
Operation Flinders – rolled up their 

sleeves to pack, transport and refit 
equipment and memories into the new 
site. Every tub and every vehicle load 
carried the stories, photos and tools 
of an organisation built by people who 
show up for young people every day.

Looking ahead
Richmond offers a fresh chapter 
while honouring a long history. The 
new permanent home is designed 
to support program delivery, grow 
partnerships and provide a stable 
base for staff and volunteers. The 
mortgage repayments on Richmond 
are lower than the rental payments at 
Edwardstown, allowing for long-term 
financial growth and sustainability. 
As Operation Flinders settles into 
Richmond, it does so with gratitude 
for the past – the Williamstown 
shed, Largs North, Port Adelaide and 
Edwardstown – and with renewed 
commitment to the young people 
whose futures it exists to transform.

A MOVE 34 YEARS IN THE MAKING
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The 2025 exercise season was a powerful showcase of resilience, teamwork and 
community, with five dynamic programs delivered across the year. From first-time 
volunteers to long-serving leaders, each exercise brought unique challenges, 
meaningful milestones and unforgettable moments that shaped participants and 
staff alike. Here’s a snapshot of the journey from Exercise 1 through to Exercise 5.

Exercise 1
Exercise 1 opened the 2025 season 
with a smooth set-up from the Pre-
Advance team and the arrival of ten 
teams at Yankaninna. Participants 
were welcomed by Exercise 
Commander Leigh Aitken and 2IC 
Mick before heading into a program 
focused on bushcraft, navigation, 
teamwork and reflection, supported by 
seven PGMs. A few participants even 
celebrated birthdays with cake and a 
spirited Happy Birthday from Base.

Behind the scenes, OPSO Karmen 
managed radio coordination, while 
Ambos Paul and Steve handled 
logistics and medical support. 
Wellbeing Officer Doug provided 
valuable assistance, including an 
overnight stay with a participant. 
Base Coordinator Roy, Leading Hand 
DK, General Hands Christine and 
Helen, and the kitchen team-Bruce, 
Julie and Sprocket-kept operations 
running smoothly, with Wayne and 
Libby ensuring all equipment needs 
were met.

Nearly 100 young people 
demonstrated courage and 
commitment as they embraced 
challenges designed to strengthen 
resilience, purpose and connection.

Exercise 2
Exercise 2 highlighted the 
adaptability and growth of our 
volunteer community. New Assistant 
Team Leaders and rope volunteers 
joined the field, with several team 
members stepping into roles at 
short notice. We also welcomed 
two partner schools and fourteen 
new Support Staff members-an 

impressive intake that ran smoothly 
thanks to strong preparation.

This Exercise marked the final 
deployment for long-time volunteer 
Geoff “Tatts” Tattersall, who has 
served for more than 30 years. 
A founding volunteer, Tatts has 
impacted generations of young 
people and worked extensively in 
training and mentoring Command 

EXERCISE WRAP-UP

Above: Barty Tatts and DK. 
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Staff. Recognised with life 
membership in 2023, he was 
farewelled by Foundation Chair 
Grant Stevens. We thank Tatts for his 
extraordinary contribution and are 
pleased he’ll remain connected in 
other ways.

Exercise 3
Exercise 3 held special meaning 
as we marked 30 years since the 

passing of our founder, Pam Murray-
White - an important moment 
acknowledged in a full mess hall. The 
Exercise also included the official 
opening of the flying fox in honour 
of Charlie Stevens, attended by 
Foundation Chair Grant Stevens, 
Emma Stevens and volunteers.

Across the program, nine teams 
thrived under the guidance of skilled 
Team Leaders and six new Assistant 

Above: Mike Burdett, Errin 
Henderson, Karl Lawson & Leigh 
Aitken
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CORE PROGRAM 
OUTCOMES 2025

96% 94%

89%90%

93% 95%

Young person increased 
positive social 
connections
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Young person report 
feeling safe with 

Operation Flinders 
adults

Young person spent time 
reflecting on their values 

and what matters to 
them in life

Young person report 
more confident in their 
strengths and abilities

Young person motivated 
to make positive changes 

in their life

Young person report 
being more confident to 
navigate life’s challenges

*overall averaged impact percentages reported by young people 
across our five core exercises throughout 2025

Team Leaders, supported by a highly 
engaged base crew. It was a strong 
exercise that reflected the heart and 
history of the Foundation. Pam would 
be proud.

Exercise 4
Exercise 4 welcomed many first-time 
volunteers across roles including 
cook, leading hand, general hand, 
Team Leader, Assistant Team Leader, 
PGM and medical. Their fresh 
perspectives brought useful feedback 
on procedures, and several people 
stepped into unfamiliar roles at short 
notice-demonstrating the flexibility 
our volunteers are known for.

Operational improvements included 
a new QR code system for vehicle 
checks, a refreshed Operations 
room and a practical gastro outbreak 
drill. Despite some infrastructure 
challenges on-station, Team Leaders 
and ATLs remained focused on 
delivering safe, meaningful outcomes 
for participants.

Exercise 5
Exercise 5 closed the season with 
eight teams and 63 participants. 
Despite significant challenges, 
teams demonstrated impressive 
resilience-particularly following 
a mid-program overnight storm. 
Leadership across field and support 
staff was reflected in consistently 
positive radio communication.

The Pre-Advance team’s planning 
ensured the exercise ran safely and 
efficiently, including the installation 
of additional water points ahead of 
forecast heat. Thank you to everyone 
who contributed across the 2025 
season. Enjoy a well-earned break 
before Exercise 1 in 2026!
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A New Peak Experience at Yankaninna:  
Honouring Charlie Stevens With the Flying Fox

A significant new feature has been added to 
Yankaninna Station with the completion of a 150-metre 
flying fox at the abseil site – funded through the 
generous support received in memory of Charlie 
Stevens, son of Operation Flinders Foundation Chair, 
Grant Stevens and volunteer Emma Stevens.

The flying fox creates a thrilling new peak experience for young people on 
Exercise. Positioned beside the rugged rock face where participants have long 
pushed their limits, it offers a moment of exhilaration and confidence that 
reflects the heart of the Operation Flinders program.

The project was officially launched by Grant and Emma Stevens, who unveiled a 
plaque honouring their son as the first riders took flight.

Its construction was a major collaborative effort. Adelaide Kerbing supplied and 
poured the tonnes of concrete needed for the launch and landing pads, while 
Vic Soccoccio provided essential expertise and hands-on support. Volunteers 
also played a crucial role throughout the build.

The flying fox now stands as both 
an exciting new challenge for 
young people and a lasting tribute 
to Charlie’s spirit – ensuring his 
legacy continues to inspire future 
generations at Yankaninna.

HONOURING CHARLIE STEVENS
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We have congratulated three participants who had previously 
completed the Adventure Mentoring program and welcomed a 
number of new young people into the Next Step program. They have 
been involved with the City to Summit, obtaining their Certificate 2 in 
Outdoor Recreation, and completing the Kokoda trek challenge. 

What is great is before he’s even gone on the big trek, Operation 
Flinders lead up work has changed his life immensely... This is a kid 
who has been dramatically socially isolated for three years, who now 
wants to connect, be part of the world and see what he can achieve. 
– Step Out participant parent, 2025

It was challenging, but you will meet people with similar interests, 
find out new things, have fun, learn skills and experience nature at its 
best. – Step Out participant, 2025

Above: Step Out participants  
navigating the way.

Below: Final night set up on Exercise. 

I got the chance to break down my  
past and ongoing problems and make them a bit 
clearer to me. Get on the bus, you won’t regret it.
Step Out participant, 2025

STEP OUT

The Step Out program has come to an end for 
another big year, which had 17 young people 
complete the program and previous Step Out 
participants making the most of the opportunities 
Operation Flinders presented to them. 
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The Adventure Mentoring program is a partnership between Operation Flinders and 
the Department of Child protection (DCP), where we provide adventure therapy to 
teenagers who may not yet be able to participate in our core Exercise program. 

The program focuses on a tailored and personalised approach to each young 
person’s interests, such as bike riding, snorkelling, hiking or kayaking.

Adventure Mentoring is now in its second year and has welcomed seven 
new mentors who created individual programs for young people to challenge 
themselves, learn new skills and have fun. 

A highlight was a collaboration with Paralowie R-12 School, where mentors have 
worked with a year 9 boys over two terms, where they developed skills in 
outdoor cooking, bushwalking and kayaking. These experiences with Operation 
Flinders, has meant the young people have felt more engaged with school and 
have been seeking out more outdoor activities to participate in independently, 
that they have enjoyed. 

Some young people have expressed gratitude for their experiences and are now 
engaged in the Next Step program to continue their involvement with Operation 
Flinders. 

Lauren Butler 
Step Out & Adventure Mentoring Program Coordinator

It is a safe and comfortable space with a range of different and fun activities that 
challenge and strengthen your abilities in life. Adventure Mentoring participant 

The program has helped build *Chase’s confidence and has also played a 
positive role in developing his resilience. Adventure Mentoring caregiver

It’s really good 
to do this, it 
helps you with 
your mental 
health and 
brings you out 
of your comfort 
zone, plus 
you will meet 
lovely people 
Adventure Mentoring 
participant 

82% 
have achieved 

something they are 
proud of 

100% 
feel more able to 

cope with life’s 
challenges 

100% 
feel more confident 

in their strengths 
and abilities 
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NEXT STEP PROGRAM

The Next Step Program continued to make meaningful 
impact. This year we had so many stories of personal 
growth, new friendships formed, attitudes shifting and 
new life skills learnt. 

Some young people even felt comfortable, safe and encouraged in making life 
changing decisions or taking a totally new direction, due to the support and 
confidence they have received by participating in the program.   

Yankaninna Week
In April this year, 24 young people 
and 13 volunteers spent five days at 
Yankannina Station.

They participated in environmental 
work, a cooking class, learnt about 
geology and engaged in some 
adventure therapy experiences on 
our high ropes course. There was 

even a memorable sunrise mountain 
hike to the top of Mount Rose. 

A group of budding “Next Steppers” 
completed some training to assist in 
facilitating the high ropes and abseil 
experiences on future Exercise.  

It was such an action-packed 
time during the day, and the night 
allowed for time to bond, with nightly 

Joining this 
program was the 
best decision of 
my life.

Above: The young people working 
on water divergence and retention 
projects around base at Yankaninna 

Right: The Next Step young people 
on the top of Mount Rose. 
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The Next Step 
program has 
helped me 
improve my 
confidence 
and change my 
outlook on life.

382
Young people in 
the program

1036
Participants days 
in attendance

15
Barista training

37
Engagements for 
PGM’s on Exercise  

6
Completion 
of Certificate 
II in Outdoor 
Recreation 

98% 
Young people 
have connected 
with positive adult 
role models 

98% 
Young people are 
motivated to make 
positive change in 
their lives 

95% 
Young people 
increased their 
resilience 

20 
Young people who 
completed the 
Duke of Edinburgh 
Award

reflections on gratitude, kindness 
and the young people discussed 
their highlights and positive aspects 
that occurred during the day. A 
special experience that will stay with 
us all for years to come. 

SAPOL behind the Scenes
16 Next Step Program participants 
were very lucky to have a behind the 
scenes tour of the South Australia 
Police (SAPOL) Mounted and Dog 
Operations Units. They got to pat the 
horses and see the dogs in action, as 
they were practicing in their training. 

Because we have a friend at SAPOL, 
the Police Commissioner, (Grant 
Stevens and Chair of our Board), he 
joined for a chat about his career 

journey and some inspiring life 
advice. Everyone enjoyed learning 
about the amount of work that went 
into caring and training the horses 
and dogs, and we all have a new 
appreciation for these animals 
who have remarkable roles in the 
community. 

Tabby Ryan 
Youth Programs Manager

“Every Next Step activity has helped 
me change my life. I get to learn a 
load of new skills, have friendships 
with different people and feel a part 
of a safe and supportive environment 
and have heaps of fun.”
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KOKODA TREK OF A LIFETIME 

Operation Flinders were lucky 
enough to be selected as the 
recipient of The Duke of Edinburgh 
Kokoda Track Sponsorship which 
enabled ten of our young people in 
our Next Step Program (along with 
a staff member and two volunteers) 
to go on an adventure of a lifetime 

to walk the Kokoda Track! (Thanks to 
funding from the James Foundation 
who made it possible). 

It was an adventure of “firsts” 
in terms of cultural and travel 
experiences, for many of our young 
people it was their first time on a 
plane and their first time out of the 
state.

The Kokoda Track is a gruelling, 
life-changing expedition, where our 
young people trained for months 
to cope with the challenging 
environment and demanding 
physical requirements. There were 
many challenges and triumphs, 
such as being caught in a monsoon 
down pour halfway through a river 
crossing, and amongst the laughter, 
singing and cheering the team 
wandered through the wet and wild 
swamp to make it to their camp in 
high spirits.

We are sure 
this experience 
has formed 
core memories 
that will last a 
lifetime.
14



The team experienced the highs and 
lows of the trail, hearing about war 
heroes making the ultimate sacrifice, 
and forming a new family with their 
team and porters who supported 
them along the way.

It was life affirming for these young 
people to see how people live in 
Papua New Guinea, where life is 
much simpler than our fast-paced 
lives in Adelaide. They expressed 
immense gratitude for being whole 
heartedly welcomed into a new 
country, and appreciation for their 
lives at home in South Australia.

We are sure this experience has 
formed core memories that will last 
a lifetime.
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The five-year anniversary of City to Summit was one 
for the record books. This year’s event sold out two 
months in advance, the fundraising target was smashed, 
and more young people than ever before took part on 
the trail.

What began as a bold idea to 
combine endurance, teamwork, and 
camaraderie has now grown into one 
of Operation Flinders Foundation’s 
most anticipated annual events. 
Participants once again took on the 
21km trek from Adelaide’s city streets 
to Mount Lofty Summit and beyond.

Long-time supporters SA Power 
Networks, BankSA, and the ever-
energetic “Salad Bar Boys” proudly 
marked their fifth consecutive 
year of participation. Their ongoing 
commitment has been instrumental 
in the event’s success and the lasting 
impact it has on young people.

New faces also made a strong 
impression in 2025, with teams 

from Quality House, Multiplex, 
and Adbri Lab stepping up to the 
challenge both on the trail and on the 
fundraising leaderboard. The friendly 
rivalry was fierce, with teams keeping 
a close eye on who was ahead as 
donations rolled in, all united by a 
shared purpose to make a difference.

Adding to the significance of the day, 
this year’s event welcomed a special 
leader Karmen Conway, daughter 
of Operation Flinders Founder Pam 
Murray-White. Karmen led a team 
of past participants, each with their 
own story of transformation through 
the Operation Flinders program. 
Seeing them return, this time to 
give back, perfectly captured the 

spirit of the Foundation resilience, 
connection, and purpose.

With over $190,000 raised this year 
alone, City to Summit not only broke 
records this year but collectively, 
the event has now raised over half a 
million dollars – impacting the lives 
of young people for years to come. 

Five years on, City to Summit has 
become more than an event - it’s 
a unique way to speak one-on-
one with the young people directly 
impacted by the funds raised and 
is a gesture of support for the 
Foundations purpose. As we look 
ahead to the next five years, there’s 
no doubt the climb will continue to 
inspire, challenge, and transform 
everyone who takes part.

CITY TO SUMMIT 2025
FIVE YEARS STRONG AND STILL CLIMBING
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We say that logistics is key in any high stake’s situation, 
but 2025 we saw that logistics was more important than 
ever, especially due to the all-important “HQ move”.

Relocating an entire warehouse, 
including a 3-car garage formally 
known as the training room, a seven-
metre-tall rock climbing wall and 
a portable ‘room’ and ensuite was 
a feat only accomplished with the 
organisation and planning by the 
volunteers.

Outside of the warehouse walls, 
the volunteers prepared for 
five Exercises, with days spent 
distributing supplies and preparing 
base for the flurry of Exercise activity. 
Some of the tasks completed – 
delivering over 10 tons of firewood to 

campsites and 50,000 litres of water 
to hydration points on the property.

Entering its second year of 
renovation, the Pug ‘n’ Pine is soon 
coming to completion. The new 
spaces will be additional sleeping 
quarters in 2026 – a much needed 
amount of room at base.

This year the volunteers have taken 
on some of the largest tasks in our 
35-year history. I thank each of them 
for their commitment.

Mark Thomas  
Logistics Manager 

Top: Chris and Roy fitting new window frame – Pug ‘n’ Pine

Middle: CMV team servicing station plant and equipment

Left: Dave and Craig sorting rations

LOGISTICS

This year the volunteers have 
taken on some of the largest 
tasks in our 35-year history. I 
thank each of them for their 
commitment.
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Culture, history, family – wisdom from the Adnyamathanha people on Yankaninna 
Station. Learning about Aboriginal culture never ends, it is always evolving, like the 
Dreamtime stories of generations gone by. 

For Merrissa a proud Adnyamathanha 
woman, she is still learning from 
her ancestors, every time she is 
on Adnyamathanha country at 
Yankaninna Station.

Merrissa and her mum “Aunty Cheryl” 
have been an integral part of sharing 
their wisdom with young people, at 
cultural exercises over the past four 
years.

This land is so special to us and our 
family, as just next to Owieandana 
(Base Camp), is the birthplace of 
Cheryl’s father Norman (Merrissa’s 
grandfather).

“He was born in the creek, next to 
base camp. He lived his life on the 
surrounding lands where he worked 

as a shearer with a young family, they 
traveled everywhere on a “bun cart” 
which was pulled by two donkeys. 

To be on the same country, makes 
my heart swell and knowing he has 
worked out here and lived out here, 
to hear their stories makes me so 
proud,” Merrissa said. 

For Cheryl and Merrissa it is about 
continuing to share the knowledge of 
their ancestors as they introduce the 
next generation, and the young people 
they meet on cultural exercises. 

“I am so passionate about teaching 
the next generation and to keep the 
culture alive – once it is gone, you 
can’t get it back, like a campfire, you 
need to keep the fire burning”. 

Together they have now introduced 
the family history and stories to 
Merrissa’s son, Jake who went out on 
an Exercise when he was five years 
old. 

“I think it is important to teach him 
while he is so young, to be proud of 
his culture and understand where he 
has come from, and he has picked up 
the language better and faster than 
me.

He is like an old soul; he loves his tea 
and toast. He loved looking out for the 
young people as they came back to 
base camp. I told him to listen in the 
wind and you will hear them coming - 
it has certainly taught him patience. 

It also meant the young people felt 
comfortable, that there was someone 
a bit younger than them coming 
through the camps”. 

Along with the personal connection 
to the land, it is also about the 
Dreamtime stories, something Cheryl 
is very passionate about telling the 
young people about. 

“They ask me if the dreamtime stories 
are true, and I tell them of course they 
are, how did all of our culture get here 
otherwise?” said Cheryl. 

Merrissa reflects on her mum’s 
impact with the young people. 

“She really connects with the young 
people, especially those who are not 

ADNYAMATHANHA CULTURE

I am so passionate about 
teaching the next generation and 
to keep the culture alive – once it 
is gone, you can’t get it back, like 
a campfire, you need to keep the 
fire burning.
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with their family. She notices people 
and reaches out, asks what is going 
on and she really listens to someone, 
so they feel heard - she is very 
nurturing and motherly. 

We want them to know you don’t have 
to do this alone and together we are 
a team.” 

Merrissa completed an Exercise last 
year, encouraged by her cousin she 
undertook ATL training. It has also 
given her a gift in connecting with a 
niece she had never met. 

“It put things perspective – being out 
on Country made me not worry about 
the little things in life; being in nature 
– everything just stops. It really helped 
me be in the present moment,” she 
said. 

Merrissa had a full circle moment, 
engaging with spirits of her ancestors, 
as she walked on Country. 

“I had a bit of a tough time getting 
up to Mount Rose, when I got to the 
top, I saw an eagle and thanked my 
ancestors for helping me get there. 

We were the last group to walk back 
to base, but I knew it was meant to 
be, as soon as we got there, an eagle 
swooped down in front of me – it 
was my grandfather, it makes me so 
proud,” she said. 

In Aboriginal culture, the eagle 
represents a “great spirit”, a protector 
and a leader. For many communities, 
the eagle is significant and its 
presence can be seen as a sign of 
guidance or a blessing.

Even the namesake of this publication 
“Thinking of Eagles” has its origins in 
a heartfelt spiritual connection with 
Operation Flinders Founder, Pam and 
her family, who have sighted eagles as 
spiritual signs of Pam’s presence and 
continued guidance. 

For Cheryl and Merrissa passing down 
the wisdom of elders to the young 
people, the connection to spirits, 
the Dreamtime stories, and the 
knowledge of ancestors makes for a 
powerful cultural learning experience. 
Combined with cultural practices 
like cooking in the ashes, (even 
young Jake gets in there and cooks 
the damper), these experiences and 
learnings are at the heart of what 
Operation Flinders hopes to achieve 
to inspire and engage young people. 

“I want young people to not be afraid 
to ask questions, to know that you are 
only afraid because it is something 

you haven’t done before – if you don’t 
push yourself to do something new, 
then you are never going to do it,” said 
Merrissa.  

One of Operation Flinders’ core 
values is about learning and 
cultivating resilience, and this is 
always evident in some way through 
every exercise, as Marissa has 
discovered. 

“It is just a good reset for everyone – 
you don’t know how resilient you are 
until you are out there on country. 
I even had a fall, but I kept going, I 
didn’t want to leave the kids, and I 
went back to camp and wanted to 
show them, no matter what you can 
overcome anything with resilience”, 
she said. 

“It is not just the young people that 
are learning, so are we. I want people 
to know if you respect the country, it 
will look after you.”

Norman, Ida and young family 
travelling on their “bun cart” . 

Jake and Cheryl making damper. 

Cheryl and Merrissa connecting with 
family. 

It put things perspective – being 
out on Country made me not 
worry about the little things in 
life; being in nature – everything 
just stops. It really helped me be 
in the present moment.
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This year’s End of Season Dinner brought together volunteers and staff for a 
celebration of another outstanding year at Operation Flinders. The evening 
recognised the individuals who exemplified our core values – innovation, courage, 
respect, inclusion, and service – and who made a lasting impact throughout 2025.

MILESTONE AWARDS
The Foundation had several 
volunteers who were celebrating a 
significant milestone with Operation 
Flinders. Tabby Ryan, Doug Nairn, 
Malcolm Stevens, Lynda Buxton and 
Terry Hubber were each presented 
with their 10 Exercises milestone 
award, acknowledging their 
commitment to our core program. 
Leigh Aitken and Shane Buckley both 
hit a huge milestone, celebrating 
their 25th Exercise! 

FOUNDATION AWARDS
TRAILBLAZER AWARD – 
INNOVATION 
Terry Hubber 
Terry was recognised for her 
significant improvements to how 
resources and equipment are 
managed on Exercise and in the 
warehouse. Her proactive approach 
and quick turnaround on feedback 
strengthened multiple programs, 
including Next Step, Adventure 
Mentoring, and Step Out.

EAGLE AWARD – COURAGE 
Deli Brophy 
In only her second year, Deli 
volunteered on seven Exercises and 

supported events and the Next Step 
program. She became one of our 
youngest Team Leaders, earning 
excellent feedback, and stepped into 
a TL role at short notice on Exercise 2 
with confidence and calm.

ADNYA AWARD – RESPECT 
Jason Conway 
Jason returned in 2024 and 
volunteered on all five 2025 
Exercises, leading four and 
supporting one as Supernumerary. 
He consistently took on challenging 
teams and roles, demonstrating 
professionalism, respect, and 
commitment to the Foundation’s 
mission.

OWIEANDANA AWARD – 
INCLUSION 
Ann Doolette 
Ann, a volunteer since 2007, 
contributed as Base Camp Cook 
and through the Next Step program. 
She cooked for 13 statewide camps, 
delivered cooking workshops, 
and supported young people with 
warmth, skill, and genuine care.

TRUE NORTH AWARD – SERVICE 
Malcolm Stevens 
Malcolm played a key role in 
developing our roping capability, 

volunteering on Exercises 1 and 5 
and travelling to Yankaninna to train 
new ropers and support the Flying 
Fox opening. His expertise ensured 
the High Ropes course could run 
safely on Exercise 3.

CHAIRS AWARD
Foundation Chair, Grant Stevens 
presented the Chair’s Award, 
represented by a Native Pine hiking 
pole crafted from timber at Second 
Pine Camp, honours exceptional 
dedication and service to the 
Foundation.

The 2025 Chair’s Award was 
presented to Lisa Fauser.

Across more than 11 years and 
20 Exercises, Lisa has been one 
of our most respected volunteers. 
She team led 11 walks, often with 
complex Northern Territory teams 
and served in senior roles including 
OPSO, 2IC, Wellbeing Officer, 
and Exercise Commander. She 
also spent six years training and 
mentoring new ATLs. Lisa’s calm 
leadership, deep knowledge, and 
unwavering commitment have made 
a profound impact on the Foundation 
and the young people we serve.

END OF SEASON DINNER
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LIFE MEMBERS
Life Membership is the Foundation’s 
highest honour, recognising 
individuals whose long-term service 
has shaped Operation Flinders into 
the organisation it is today. This year 
we were delighted to present a Life 
Membership to:

Derek Fenton 
Derek began volunteering as an 
ATL in 1998 before Team Leading 
across multiple stations. He later 
became the iconic “Cedric” in the 
Survival Hut, inspiring generations 
of participants with his stories 
and humour. Derek contributed 
to abseiling, Base Camp cooking, 
and played a pivotal role in the Next 
Step program. With 82 Exercises 
completed, Derek’s commitment 
and influence are extraordinary.

Helen Rayner 
Helen has contributed across almost 
every part of the Foundation – as 
ATL, general hand, resource officer, 
cook, warehouse volunteer, Next 
Step supporter, office assistant, 
fundraiser, and more. Across 34 
Exercises, she has positively 
impacted thousands of young 
people. Her reliability, generosity, 
and long-standing dedication remain 
invaluable to the organisation.
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GIFTS IN WILLS
A Legacy of Hope

In 2025, our Gifts in Wills program reached a meaningful milestone 
with the successful launch of our inaugural Moonbeam Society event. 
The guest panel provided their insights into Wills and the value of this 
program to charities. This special gathering brought together individuals 
who have chosen to leave a lasting legacy by including Operation Flinders 
Foundation in their Will, a powerful gesture of belief in our mission and the 
future of young people.

We are now honoured to have over 20 known bequestors who have 
formally notified us of their intent to leave a gift in their Will. Each of these 
commitments represents a deeply personal and enduring contribution to 
the lives of young people at risk, ensuring our programs continue to thrive 
for generations to come.

We look forward to hosting our next Moonbeam Society event in 2026, 
continuing to foster a community of those who have chosen to make a 
lasting difference.

If you are considering a bequest, we encourage you to speak with 
your family and seek professional advice. You can then complete our 
confidential notification form on our website and join other like-minded 
people within the Moonbeam Society. Your legacy can help transform 
lives and ensure that hope and opportunity remain within reach for young 
people who need it most.

Sarah Leo 
Community Engagement Coordinator

MEMBERSHIP PROGRAM
A Growing Community of Support

In 2025, our membership community has continued to grow in both size 
and strength, now exceeding 250 active members. This steady increase 
reflects a deepening commitment from individuals who believe in our 
mission and want to be part of the change we’re creating together.

Membership is a meaningful way to show your support each year. It keeps 
you connected to our work, ensures you receive timely updates about 
events and initiatives, and grants you voting rights at our Annual General 
Meeting, giving you a say in our direction.

This year, members benefited from early access to event bookings, 
allowing them to secure places ahead of general release. More than just 
a connection point, our membership program provides essential financial 
support that directly fuels our programs and helps us make a lasting 
impact on young people.

Joining or renewing is simple via our website, and we’re excited to continue 
building this engaged and passionate community in the year ahead.

Sarah Leo 
Community Engagement Coordinator
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