Good evening, everyone,

I would like to begin by acknowledging the Traditional Custodians of the land on
which we gather today, the Bunurong people of the Kulin Nation. | pay my respects
to Elders past, present and extend that respect to any Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people with us this evening. We acknowledge their connections to land,
sea, and community.

Thank you for the opportunity to speak about one of the most important initiatives
I've ever worked on, the Noble Pantry.

The idea for the pantry began during my student placement here in 2024. At the
time, | was 32 weeks pregnant, doing placement two days a week, working three
days in my regular job, studying, and caring for my two-year-old son, Omar. Early in
my placement, an asylum seeker came into the centre seeking urgent support.
Material aid isn't really what community centre's do, so we tried to refer her to other
organisations who had better resources and were more equipped to help. She had
already tried every organisation we referred her to. For one reason or another, each
service turned her away because she didn’t meet their criteria.

Some of the reasons included:

- She had used the service within the past two month

- She didn’t have a concession card

- She wasn’t receiving Centrelink payments

- The service supported refugees but not asylum seekers

These barriers felt like unreasonable reasons to deny food to people in need.

As my placement continued, | saw more people coming into the centre seeking food
relief. The staff did what they could—digging through cupboards, putting together
whatever they could find—not because material aid was part of the centre's role,
but because they were simply humans trying to help other humans. It seemed odd
to me that people would approach a community centre for crisis relief when we
have so many organisations in Australia dedicated to this purpose.

| spent most of my placement researching and networking for material aid services
and was disheartened by the gap between how much support was advertised in the
area in comparison to how much support was actually accessible. Noble Park sits
within the City of Greater Dandenong: the most disadvantaged local government



area in Melbourne, and the second most disadvantaged in Victoria. It is also one of
the most culturally diverse areas in the country, with 78.8% of residents having both
parents born overseas and also has the highest intake of asylum seekers resettling
here.

Noble Park Community Centre runs over 50 programs at any given time with only
five, permanent, part time staff and a team of amazing, but ever changing, students
and volunteers. | learned quickly while working at reception that while people come
to the centre for these programs, there were also a lot of people who don’t go to the
centre for any particular reason. They go because they feel safe, at home, and
welcome. The centre is also a place for people experiencing homelessness to get a
drink, to rest, and to access facilities that wouldn't be available to them without the
centre.

| suggested a community pantry to Grissel: a simple, publicly accessible cupboard
where people could take what they need and share what they could. The team
expressed understandable concerns about the possible challenges and ongoing
management it would require, requesting more information before they could
decide. After my placement, | visited every community pantry | could find. After
having my daughter Freya and the centre reopening for the new year, | submitted my
project brief with more information, assuming it would be declined, as there were
significant challenges to having a pantry and a pantry would consume resources
that Noble Park Community Centre already had limited availability of.

To my surprise, Grissel came back from the team in support of the idea,
acknowledging the challenges but believing the positives outweighed the risks—and
agreed to trial it with some adjustments. The “little cupboard idea” evolved into an
indoor drop-in service. In its first week, the pantry gave out 12 parcels. Today, it
provides over 130 parcels every week—to anyone in need, with no eligibility criteria
and no hoops to jump through.

Our staff and volunteers have devoted extraordinary time and effort to food pickups,
sorting, packing, and serving. Word about Noble Pantry has spread quickly and
local organisations who had heard of the incredible work happening here are
donating resources and food. The pantry is now largely supplied through Foodbank,
BRASA, Fresh Point, Bright Sparge food relief platform and local bakeries including
Las Pefia's Empanadas and Abdallah Brothers. What began as a small table of



donations has become a structured, reliable, and dignified support service.

In less than a year the pantry has:

- Established numerous partnerships in the greater community

- Provided food relief to over 5,000 people

- Distributed 11,828 kilograms of food

- Before Noble Pantry 35% of these people were skipping meals due to lack of
food and

- Mostrecently we secured a substantial grant that will go towards funding the
future of the pantry.

Our goals for the future of Noble Pantry include:

- Increasing our food supply and local partnerships

- Expanding operating hours to support more community members

- Establishing an independent volunteer team to run the pantry and ensure long-term
sustainability

The demand for food relief has been overwhelming. People line up before the pantry
opens, and multiple staff are needed to manage the crowd. I've been overwhelmed with
gratitude for the centre staff, not only for allowing volunteers the opportunity to make a real
difference but also for their commitment to the community. Noble Pantry is time
consuming, space consuming, energy consuming, financially consuming and overall, quite
hard work. It would have been easier for the centre to say, “We’re not a food relief service.”
But they didn’t. They saw the need and rose to meet it. The team has continued to
persevere because of the very real difference it makes in people’s lives. The pantry is not
just a place to pick up groceries—it is a place of dignity, connection, and community care.

To our volunteers, donors, partners, supporters, and to the entire Noble Park community
— thank you. Your generosity, your belief in people, and your commitment to community

has transformed a simple idea into a vital lifeline.

Thank you.



