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Vax buses 
welcomed in 
small towns 
By Lana Best

Momentum builds for new 
aeromedical base

Peeling back the layers of 
mental health By Jackie Emmerton

Naked Farmer ambassador Rebekah Frankcombe, Yolla Co-Op Smithton 
merchandise manager Tyler Geist and RFDS CEO John Kirwan.

Shelley Johnston, Rebekah Frankcombe and Kelly Burke 
with their photos in the Naked Farmer Calendar.

1066 first doses, 690 second doses and 274 booster doses.

RFDS Tasmania chief executive John Kirwan said with demand 
in the community high, the service had been engaged by the 
government to continue its vaccine rollout, which includes 
children aged 5-11.

“We were contacted just before Christmas and asked if the bus 
was available in the new year and we said yes,” he said.

“This is exactly what these two buses were designed to do  
and we have the State Government, Rotary Tasmania and those 
who contribute to our community fundraising efforts to thank  
for them.

Alongside DOH vaccination nurses we have staff and volunteers 
working hard to keep up with demand – they’re  
doing a fantastic job and covering thousands of kilometres  
to help with the fight against the pandemic.”

With testing facilities in regional areas limited, Mr Kirwan said  
the RFDS had placed an order for rapid antigen tests for staff 
and patients utilising the provider - to ensure services could 
continue safely.

Royal Flying Doctor Service Tasmania will continue to deliver 
vaccinations to remote and rural communities in partnership 
with the Department of Health this year to assist with the control 
of COVID-19.

The two former public transport buses, donated by the 
Tasmanian Government and transformed into mobile health 
clinics with a $100,000 Commonwealth Government grant and 
funds raised by Rotary Tasmania, have come into their own 
– providing primary healthcare teams a built-for-purpose and 
extremely mobile environment to work with the public.

One bus was utilised as an emergency COVID-19 respiratory 
clinic when Covid first came to Tasmania and both have been 
travelling widely, each with a team of two DOH nurses, two 
RFDS Tasmania volunteers and additional RFDS admin staff.

An initial six-week tour that started on October 18 last year at 
St Leonards soon extended to take in 30 towns, finishing up 
on December 24. Numbers ramped up as community transfer 
of the virus grew, with daily vaccinations averaging around 40 
at each of the two buses initially building to up to a peak of 180 
in a day just before Christmas. The tally at this time was 2031 - 

A $15 million funding promise by Federal Labor has been 
welcomed by Royal Flying Doctor Service Tasmania with the 
announcement made by Labor Leader Anthony Albanese 
during a visit to the RFDS base in Launceston on January 22. 
The redevelopment will include improved facilities for patient 
care as well as adequate capacity for rotary and fixed wing 
aircraft, ground vehicle transfers and the space needed to cater 
for surge workers through infectious disease outbreaks. RFDS 
Tasmania Chairman Malcolm White said the investment would 
future-proof the service and improve facilities and capacity, 
particularly around aeromedical provision. 

Some unlikely worlds collided on the footpath outside Yolla  
Co-Op Smithton store on December 16 to launch a special 
calendar supporting RFDS mental health programs around  
the State.

RFDS Tasmania Chair Malcolm White (who flew himself in 
from Launceston), CEO John Kirwan, The Naked Farmer 
National Ambassador (and Mount Hicks dairy farmer) Rebekah 
Frankcombe, representatives of Circular Head Aboriginal 
Corporation (CHAC), Yolla Co-op manager Tyler Geist and staff, 
northern media, Rotary Club of Smithton (who cooked up a 
delicious barbecue lunch with steak donated by Greenham’s), 
local farmers and RFDS supporters gathered around one of the 
RFDS mobile health hub buses which will be utilised for mobile 
mental health programs.

Three models for the calendar were also in the mix – Shelley 
Johnston, who has wowed with her spectacular cover photo, 
Rebekah who is all bare back and cowboy boots in June and 
Kelly Burke, who joined the CHAC ladies as the August cheeky 
offering. The last of the 400 calendars, which feature a series 
of photographs by Jo Lovell, sold on the day and Rebekah 
presented a cheque for $7506 to RFDS Tasmania, which also 
included proceeds from the sale of a beast donated by local 
farmer Les Porteus. 

The beast was purchased by Greenham’s in the auction sale 
with funds directed to The Naked Farmer, which were in turn 
passed on to RFDS Tasmania.

The Naked Farmer promotes mental health awareness with the 
catch-cry: “if you have the guts to get naked you have the guts 
to speak up about your mental health”. 
 
Founded by Ben Brooksby, a fifth-generation farmer from  
St Helens Plains in Western Victoria in 2017, The Naked  
Farmer started as a cheeky Instagram post that exploded  

into a phenomenon that has captured the hearts and eyes 
around Australia and the world. 

It is now a social media movement aiming to break down the 
difficult conversational barriers that often lay in front of people 
struggling to speak up on what’s going on inside. 

Rebekah, who knows personally the importance of getting 
mental health support when needed, was inspired to appear 
in the 2020 Naked Farmer calendar with 17 other farming 
friends at her family’s organic dairy farm near Wynyard.

“Mental health affects all of us so I just wanted to raise 
awareness and we need every available organisation in this 
space to work together to reach those who are suffering.”

“This is a much-needed investment in a service that is vital to 
Tasmania,” Mr White said.

“The current base was built by the RFDS more than 20 years 
ago from donations and fundraising, it is critical for remote 
communities, especially those living on the Bass Strait islands 
who don’t have easy access to hospital services.

“We are thrilled that Federal Labor has recognised the 
importance of the RFDS work here in Tasmania and are 
prepared to invest in upgraded facilities to ensure this vital work 
can continue.”

More than 2300 flights are undertaken by RFDS aircraft in 
Tasmania each year providing crucial aeromedical and patient 
transfer, under contract for Ambulance Tasmania. In recent 
months more than 2000 Covid-19 vaccinations have been 
delivered by the RFDS using its mobile clinics.  
 
The dental outreach team delivers more than 15,000 free dental 
treatments each year to those in rural and remote areas. More 
than 20 primary health care professionals provide more than 
7800 consultations a year, tackling chronic disease and both 
physical and mental health problems wherever they’re needed 
most. RFDS Tasmania also runs an education program involving 
students from Kindergarten to Grade 12 with the aim  
of improving health knowledge and outcomes.
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Life Membership 
for an RFDS 
treasure

Scholarships give students close look at careers

Kasmyn Murfet

Cassandra Walls

Eleanor Kierath

Justine Barrett

Oliver Gregory

Angus Szoke

Courtney Van Der Spek

RFDS Robin Miller Nursing Scholarship 

John Flynn Dental Assistant Scholarship

RFDS Fred McKay Medical Student 
Scholarship

RFDS / Fairbrother First Year 
Nursing Scholarship

RFDS Commercial Travellers Association  
4th year Medical Student Scholarship

RFDS Commercial Travellers Association  
4th year Medical Student Scholarship

RFDS Commercial Travellers Association  
4th year Medical Student ScholarshipRFDS Tasmania Board Chair Malcolm White presents Life Membership  

to Sarah Merridew of Launceston.

Scholarship recipients Angus Szoke, Courtney Van Der Spek,  
Oliver Gregory, Kasmyn Murfet, Justine Barrett and Ellie Kierath.

Diabetes roadshow delivers health benefits

RFDS volunteer bus driver Rocky Findlater with the team on the Diabetes 
Roadshow at St Helens.

It is the practice of RFDS Tasmania to honour people who have 
made an outstanding or otherwise significant contribution to 
the Section through the award of honorary life membership. 
At the end-of-year Christmas function at The Launceston Club 
this honour was bestowed on Sarah Merridew, who joined the 
Board of RFDS Tasmania in 2006, and retired in December, 
2017.

For the majority of her Board membership, Sarah served as 
treasurer.  Since retiring from the Board, Sarah has served,  
and continues to serve, as an external member of the Finance, 

With 30,000 people in Tasmania diagnosed with diabetes, 
another 12,000 undiagnosed and 45,000 at high risk of 
developing diabetes, Royal Flying Doctor Service Tasmania has 
partnered with Diabetes Tasmania to help reach people in rural 
and remote areas so they can learn the best ways to avoid or 
manage this and other chronic diseases. 

Health professionals from both organisations have traversed the 
south, east and north of the State, from Bruny Island to George 
Town, with a series of free health and wellbeing seminars. 
The sessions were delivered right to the doorstep of rural and 
remote areas, some utilising the mobile health hub bus, with the 
emphasis on prevention rather than cure. They were valuable 
for people at risk of, or living with, diabetes and chronic disease, 

Audit and Risk Committee. Under Sarah’s guidance, RFDS 
Tasmania evolved its accounting and governance policies and 
systems as the organisation grew in size and complexity from  
an incorporated association to a company limited by guarantee.  

This work was initially very hands-on, requiring a considerable 
commitment of time. As the organisation grew, Sarah recruited 
capable employees and associates and toward the end of 
Sarah’s Board service she identified and supported a successor 
for the Treasurer role. RFDS Tasmania Board Chair Malcolm 
White said that Sarah’s commitment to the highest standards  
of governance and her guidance and support of the Board  
and its officers has been, and is of significant benefit to,  
the organisation.

“Sarah is a widely recognised and esteemed leader in her 
profession, indeed the recipient of the Australian Institute of 
Company Directors 2020 Gold Medal. The RFDS has been 
exceptionally fortunate to have a person of Sarah’s calibre to 
serve and guide the organisation over a formative period,”  
he said.

“On behalf of the Board and Members of RFDS Tasmania  
I was delighted to present to Sarah a certificate of honorary  
life membership.”

Seven scholarships in the fields of medical, nursing and dental 
assisting are on offer each year through RFDS Tasmania as we 
endeavour to teach and encourage health workers of the future. 
These scholarships are greatly prized and contested, attracting 
high numbers of quality applications from students studying 
at the University of Tasmania and TasTAFE. RFDS Tasmania 
education officer Jocelyn McLean said that by giving the 
scholarship recipients a taste of work with the RFDS at various 
locations around the country it is hoped that their interest in 
working in rural and remote areas is piqued.

“These opportunities often raise awareness of rural health and 
foster an interest that ideally would keep them working in, or 
returning to work in Tasmania in the future,” she said.

Kasmyn Murfet was inspired to pursue a career in nursing after 
witnessing a drowning incident at a remote beach in Tasmania 
and instinctively acting as the first responder. A few years 
down the track, and she has now graduated with a Bachelor 
of Nursing. Kasmyn intends to travel Australia to work in rural 
and remote communities to develop cultural knowledge and 
awareness. She has already completed a second year nursing 
placement in St Marys. Outside of nursing, Kasmyn works in a 
private mental health practice helping people who experience 
anxiety, depression, trauma, gender identity changes, grief, and 
more. Kasmyn spent two weeks in Port Augusta in October.

This placement traditionally involves work experience at the 
RFDS Dubbo base with a dental team. Due to Covid restrictions 
this has been postponed.

Eleanor, who is originally from New South Wales, relocated 
to Tasmania in 2017 to pursue her Bachelor of Medicine and 
Bachelor of Surgery at UTAS which she completed last year. 
Three years into the course, she decided to start another 
degree concurrently - Bachelor of Health (Public Health) 
Professional Honours. For the first three years of her study,  
Ellie was based in Hobart at the Royal Hobart Hospital. But as 
she is passionate about rural medicine, she moved to Burnie 
and has been based at the North West Regional Hospital 
since then. Eleanor went to Broken Hill in December.

Justine is a mature-age student from Kettering who is in the 
early stages of a Bachelor of Nursing (Fast Track) in Hobart.  
Justine is a mother of three and is well versed with juggling 
full-time study with family commitments. She graduated with 
a Master of Marine & Antarctic Science two years ago and 
has decided to return to study to train as an intensive care 
nurse so she can build on her current skills to contribute to our 
community in this important role. Justine completed the work 
experience component of her scholarship in southern Tasmania 
around the Huon Valley and Bruny Island with the primary  
health team. 

Originally from Hobart, Oliver is currently in his fifth year of 
Medicine.  He has a long-standing interest and passion for rural 
health given that one-third of the Australian population lives in 
regional or rural areas. Upon graduating this year, Oliver aspires 
to work in various rural and remote Australian communities 
gaining exposure and experience in areas where healthcare is 
needed most.

Eventually, he hopes to complete further training in either the 
rural generalist or surgical pathway and continue working in rural 
areas. Oliver was able to undertake his placement in Scottsdale, 
Tasmania late last year.

Originally from Hobart, Angus is in his fifth year of Medicine at 
the Launceston Clinical School. He is also an officer in the Royal 
Australian Navy, which has a strong focus on leadership and 
teamwork.

Angus has been fortunate enough to travel extensively through 
the remote parts of the NT, QLD and WA, and has seen many 
of the detrimental determinants of health and the barriers 
these present. By qualifying as a GP and working for the Royal 
Australian Navy, Angus will have the opportunity to practise in 
remote areas with vulnerable people. Angus is exploring several 
different options for placement in Tasmania this year.

A local to Launceston, Courtney entered Medicine through the 
rural entry program and is in her fifth year. In 2020 she was the 
vice president of Rustica, the rural health club at UTAS.

In addition to this role, last year she was also the rural high 
school visit representative and as part of this, she ran trips to 
rural high schools to promote health careers to rural students. 
Both these roles have required her to work with people which 
has strengthened her leadership and teamwork.

Courtney has a long-standing interest in rural health and would 
like the opportunity to experience the role the RFDS has on 
health delivery in rural and remote Australia in order to improve 
health outcomes. Courtney is investigating options to undertake 
her placement in Tasmania this year.

including but not limited to:  
mental illness, cardiovascular disease (CVD), chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD), dementia and musculoskeletal 
disease. RFDS Tasmania primary health care manager Judah 
Morris said that being well informed is a great first step to 
improving your health and getting more out of life. 

“It was great to see people come along to learn more about  
the benefits of physical activity and eating well,” he said. 

Participants also had the opportunity to take a ‘risk  
assessment test’ to find out if they may be at risk of diabetes  
as well as receive information about diabetes prevention and  
self-management for those already diagnosed with diabetes.

“We hope to continue the roadshow this year and take it to  
even more towns so keep an eye on our Facebook page  
@RFDSTasmania for when details are released.”

Diabetes Tasmania CEO Caroline Wells said that it was 
important to link people to locally available services.

“We value being able to collaborate with other organisations 
such as the RFDS because it gives Diabetes Tasmania the 
opportunity to connect with new people who can benefit  
from additional support and services,” she said.

“There are different types of diabetes but regardless of what 
type of diabetes a person is diagnosed with, there is no such 
thing as ‘mild’ diabetes. All types of diabetes are serious and 
can lead to complications such as heart attack, stroke, kidney 
disease, limb amputation, and blindness.”
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Touch and Go

Rigs are getting ready
The Tasmanian Truck Owners and Operators Association 
is busy collecting raffle prizes and organising a convoy of 
the State’s shiniest trucks ready for its annual Truck Run 
and Show on Sunday, March 13 at Longford Showground.

Last year’s event was the first as a fundraiser for RFDS 
Tasmania, raising $27,000, most of which will be 
channelled into a new physical and mental health initiative 
to directly benefit truck drivers. The event is a finalist in 
the Launceston Chamber of Commerce Excellence in 
Business Awards (Event Category).

‘Truckie checkups’ will soon be at key truck stops.  
A recent survey of truck driver health revealed shocking 
problems in Australia’s most common job for men, with 
more than 80 percent of drivers overweight or obese, one 
in five suffering from depression, more than 70 percent 
living with chronic pain and almost a third with multiple 
chronic health conditions. Enter your truck on the day 
or come along and show your support and enjoy a fun, 
family day out.

Peter “Rocky” Findlater, has been named our 2021 Volunteer 
of the Year! Rocky is best known for driving our mobile 
health hub buses all around the state, getting our mental 
and physical health workers and in recent times, Covid 
vaccination teams, into rural and remote locations. He 
even trained up on the Tas Vax database so he can work 
alongside the nurses on data entry. 

Already well known for his volunteer work with West 
Ulverstone Rotary Club, we’re grateful to have him on board, 
putting his hand up for everything from directing traffic at 
major events to helping out with fundraising projects to 
helping educate children who tour the base - and always 
with a smile. 

We would love some more volunteers around the state  
so if you are interested or know someone who would fit in 
with our lovely social bunch of volunteers please email : 
Lana.Best@rfdstas.org.au

Top volunteer 
recognised for 
hard work

Networking neighbours 
make most of the market
Flinders Island community group Networking Neighbours 
has donated $2000 to RFDS Tasmania following the 
success of a raffle and fundraising stall at the Lions 
Market in December.

With a combination of lovely hand-make prizes and local 
donations plus some RFDS merchandise there was 
plenty of incentive to buy a raffle ticket or find a Christmas 
gift at the stall. RFDS Tasmania continues to support the 
aeromedical service on the island and provide regular 
and free mental health, physical health and mobile dental 
services to residents. Thank you to everyone  
who showed their support. 

Mark “Mozzie” House is used to flying around speedway 
tracks in his purple No. 14 sprintcar, and the 2021 State 
Champion had some extra incentive to show off new 
branding at recent speedway meetings at Carrick and 
Latrobe.

To show his support of RFDS Tasmania mental health 
programs and to create some awareness through the  
track-side commentary teams, Mark displayed the RFDS 
logo prominently on the front wing and enjoyed two  
more successful meetings, finishing in second place 
Official photographer Angryman Photography captured 
some great images like the one here. We hope our logo 
continues to bring Mozzie some luck for the  2022 season.

Extra set of 
wings for 
sprintcar 
champion

Volunteer of the Year Peter 
Findlater and volunteer manager 
Lana Best at the recent end of 
year volunteers’ dinner.

Mark House flying around Carrick 
Speedway sporting the RFDS 
logo on the front wing.

Sheila Lowe, Jill Maynard, Hazel Brain and Louise Angel with the 
Networking Neighbours stall.

Three of the award-winning trucks from last year’s truck run.

RFDS Tasmania emeritus board member 
Lindsay Millar OAM recalls the early days 
of our service and the lead-up to the 
formation of RFDS Tasmania.

The story of the Monospar VH-UTH “Captain Cook” in Australia and the role it played 
pioneering aero medical flights with the Tasmanian Aero Club from 1949-52 continues 
following part 1 in the previous edition of TakeOff (if you missed it it’s available to 
download at www.flyingdoctor.org.au).

After being traded on a new Auster J5VH-KBP, the Monospar 
moved to Sydney. UTH then flew with various owners including 
flying schools and private owners. In 1958 it was purchased 
by Dr John Morris from Sydney. With friend B. J. Harrison he 
began planning a flight to the UK.

Painted blue and white with a kangaroo on the tail the 
Monospar left Sydney on August 17, 1961 and Darwin on 
August 22.

This proved to be an epic flight. They arrived in the UK on the 
September 20 after a 12,000 mile flight through 22 countries 
and involving 120 hours’ flying time. Crossing Indonesia and 
Malaysia, heavy monsoon rains and associated high humidity 
created problems with the radios.

In some areas fuel was difficult to obtain and many of the 
countries crossed were involved in civil unrest and wars, 
creating problems obtaining flight clearances. At one stage they 
finished up in prison for a short time. The full story of the flight is 
told in a book by Dr Morris “Two men in a flying machine”.

In 1964 Dr Morris sold the Monospar to a private UK owner. 
Over the next four years UTH seemed to be based at various 

aerodromes, often parked in the open with its condition 
deteriorating. One of the aerodromes was Panshangar,  
a name well known to Tasmanians as the Mills family property  
at Cressy.

In 1968 and in poor condition the Monospar was acquired by 
the Neward Air Museum at Nottingham. It was moved to the 
museum in 1970 to be restored to static display condition.

After a very long and difficult restoration that spanned 51 years, 
the aircraft was finally completed in 2021, restored to the blue 
and white colour scheme including the Australian registration  
VH-UTH and the kangaroo on the tail.

I am proud to have been able to provide the museum with  
many photographs and information on the role played by the 
aircraft providing aeromedical services in Tasmania leading  
to the establishment of the Royal Flying Doctor Service section  
in Tasmania in 1960.

VH-UTH is now 87 years old and is the only Monospar ST12 
left in the world. The restoration is a credit to all involved and 
admired by thousands of visitors to the museum. Sadly Dr 
Morris was later killed in an aircraft accident in the UK.

Dr Morris 
and his  
flying 
machine
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Please return with your gift to:
Royal Flying Doctor Service Tasmania
PO Box 140, EVANDALE,  TAS  7212  
T: 03 6391 0509  
E: enquiries@rfdstas.org.au 

Please accept my donation of:

 $250  $100  $50   $20

 other $  

Please charge my credit card:

 Visa  MasterCard  American Express

Name on card

No.                

Expiry date  /

Signature

OR  my cheque or money order is attached 

My details:

Title  First name  

Surname 

Address 

Suburb 

State  Postcode  

Phone Number 

 I wish my donation to remain anonymous

  Please call me to discuss how 
to make a provision in my Will

YES! Here is my gift of support 
and/or please update my details
or simply scan QR code to donate online

2
6

0
3

0

Artwork connects to the ‘spirit doctors’ 
The connection between the Royal Flying Doctor Service  
and the Tasmanian Aboriginal community has been 
strengthened through art. A partnership between RFDS 
Tasmania’s mobile dental program and the Circular Head 
Aboriginal Corporation (CHAC) led to one of the CHAC  
board members and local Aboriginal artist Gypsy Draven 
being commissioned to paint an artwork that could hang with 
pride at the RFDS Launceston base. The result was a large, 
stunning piece titled: Banbar Nga the Jurbihl Wuyan-galis 
(path of the spirit doctors).

“This painting was done for the RFDS of Tasmania. The story 
depicts their travels across waters, mountains and country 
to help people in need of medical assistance. The many 
journeys they encounter each year and the people they get to 
meet and help to heal. They show dedication and passion in 
the work that they do for all communities. They are truly the 
beautiful spirits of the skies and lands,” Gypsy, a Bundjalung 
woman originally from New South Wales, wrote on the back.

The shy and introverted former disability support worker has 
reinvented herself in the five years since moving to Tasmania 
with her daughter and granddaughter. Living on the outskirts 
of Smithton, Gypsy is the foster carer for two young children, 
she is surrounded by a menagerie of rescued animals, and 
she sells her artwork online. It’s also displayed at the Cradle 
Mountain Wilderness Gallery and the Glenelg Art Gallery at 
the Stanford Grand Hotel.

“From a young age my grandfather, Basil Rupert Deane, a 
medicine man, taught me symbols and meanings in the dirt 

 
 

– I think this is where my desire to express myself through 
art evolved. He was one of few constant influences in my 
life as my stepfather was a police officer and we moved to 
a different town every two years when I was growing up,” 
Gypsy said.

“Before she died my mum always talked about Tasmania 
and I never did feel like a I belonged anywhere until I moved 
here. I’m just so thrilled that the RFDS is here and present 
in the community and that I had the opportunity to express 
gratitude through this artwork.”

Gypsy Raven artwork: Banbar Nga the Jurbihl Wuyan-galis (path of the 
spirit doctors).


