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SES Ayr Open 
Day
Meet your local SES 
members at their Open 
Day this Saturday, at the 
Ayr depot on McCathie St.
Meet those you may need 
in times of need, enjoy a 
sausage sizzle, and see 
demonstrations from 
SES, Rural Fire Service, 
Volunteer Marine Rescue 
and others. The day will 
take place from 10am – 
1pm.

Rita Island Bridge 
Works
Emergency surface 
maintenance of Anabranch 
Bridge see a full bridge 
closure to all traffic from 
10pm Wednesday 16 
December, to 5:30am 
Thursday 17 December.
The night works have been 
scheduled immediately to 
rectify safety issues with 
the wearing of the bitumen 
road surface. Works are 
scheduled to cause least 
interference to road users; 
emergency service vehicles 
will have access; all other 
traffic will be restricted.

Local art in 
Townsville
The Burdekin Art Society 
invites you to their 2020 
exhibition, Northern 
Experience. The gallery 
will take place in The 
Vault Shop at Perc Tucker 
Gallery from now until 
January 19. Perc Tucker 
is located on the corner 
of Flinders and Denham 
Streets in the city.

LOVE THE NEWS?
If it’s news to you, it’s 
news to us. Contact the 
team today at editor@
burdekinlocal.com.au if 
you have a story to share 
with our community!
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COMMUNITY NEWS

FOR Elli McFarlane, sitting on 
the streets of Melbourne with 
the city’s resident addicts was 
a far cry from her former life 
as a respected doctor. 

By the age of 30, she was 
seeing her life collapse, 
from that of a respected 
professional to a down-and-
out drug abuser.

 Now 41, she is again a 
changed woman, sharing 
her remarkable story with 
Burdekin Local News 
from the church of the Ayr 
Salvation Army headquarters, 
speaking gently with her 
hands folded in her lap.

“My life has just been 
plagued by instability,” she 
says.

“I was homeless for a 
while, sleeping rough.”

 “To fall so far from grace, 
to go from being a doctor to 
trying to use ice while you’re 
sleeping in a doorway in 
Melbourne, in September 
when it’s freezing – I thought 
I was beyond saving.”

Elli had been working as a 
junior doctor with Melbourne 
health, working long hours 
caring for patients in various 
wards and departments 
of the Royal Melbourne 
Hospital.

On the outside, she was a 
healthy, young woman in her 
20s, happy and excelling in 
her career. 

But on the inside, a 
debilitating struggle with 
her mental health would 
eventually take its toll.

Elli was diagnosed 
at 20 with obsessive-
compulsive disorder, finally 
understanding and coming to 
terms with an illness she had 

been struggling with since 
she was six years old.

“There was a lot of damage 
I’d already done to my 
mental health by coping with 
this obsessive-compulsive 
disorder without being able 
to talk about it or get any help 
for it,” she says.

When her struggles began 
to snowball and eventually 
impacted her job, what 
followed was a downward 
spiral into substance 
and narcotics abuse, a 
dependency on prescription 
drugs and an isolating ice 
addiction. 

“Issues of mental illness 
and addiction don’t 
discriminate,” she says.

“You can be a janitor or a 
doctor or a lawyer or work at 
Coles – it doesn’t make any 
difference.

 “I just thought my life 
is absurd. I’ve got all this 
experience and training, and 
I’m standing here doing this.

“It was a coping 
mechanism but not a very 
good one.

“When you realise that 
you can’t live your life with 
or without drugs, that’s rock 
bottom.

“My anxiety was so high, 
and my self-worth was so 
low.”

Now out of recovery 
post-rehab and living in 
Townsville, Elli has been 
volunteering with the 
Kookaburras, a group of 
dedicated individuals 
working in crisis relief with 
the Salvation Army in Ayr.

She has been helping 
them during their weekly 
support sessions for the past 

five months, an experience 
she says pulled her out of 
her severe depression and 
relapse. 

“I owe my life to these 
guys,” she says. “It’s the first 
time since I left medicine that 
I feel I have a purpose again, 
and I feel useful, and I feel 
good and happy.

“I really love coming down 
to Ayr; I’ve really become 
attached to coming here.”

She says her weekly work 
with the Salvos, helping 
people going through their 
own hard times, has been 
integral to her pathway to 
healing.

“When I went into rehab, 
I was so hunched over from 
looking down all the time,” 
she says. 

“I was in an unimaginable 
amount of pain and suffering. 
Now I have real friends.”

And through her new role, 

she has been able to connect 
with other people who are 
struggling, relating to them 
by sharing her own past 
experiences.

“I’ve probably used my 
medical skill and my talking 
to people skills more in the 
last 14 months than when I 
was working in medicine,” 
she says.

“I try to do my best to help 
run the show, and I love 
doing it.”

The Kookaburras meet 
weekly at the Salvation Army 
church in Young Street, 
where people who are 
struggling can get support, 
through access to a Salvos 
crisis worker, food staples or 
just a friendly face in times 
of need.

“It’s just become more and 
more a community,” Elli says. 

“We have our regulars, so 
if someone doesn’t turn up 

here, we give them a call. If 
they don’t answer, we’ll go 
to their house just to check 
they’re ok.

“It’s like a big extended 
family now.”

Elli is currently a volunteer 
with the Kookaburras, but 
is currently undertaking the 
formal training required to 
be a fully-fledged Salvation 
Army soldier.

The qualification will 
allow her to play a more 
significant role in the Salvos’ 
crisis support work across the 
Burdekin next year.

And she knows completing 
the course will be a huge 
milestone for her.

“I will be more proud to 
become a soldier than when 
I earned my medical degree,” 
she says.

Salvos volunteer and former 
doctor Elli McFarlane credits 
the Salvos’ soldiers in Ayr 
with saving her life.

Stories of sweet salvation...
Burdekin Local News profiles members of the Kookaburras, the 
Salvation Army’s crisis workers doing incredible work in Ayr.

Elli McFarlane


