YOUTH OF THE YEAR

National Tour of the 2007-2008 State winners

Danielle Panaccio
V Districts
The epic adventure that was national tour began on Sunday the 29th of December as I said goodbye to my family and boarded my first ever solo plane trip. As the plane landed in Sydney I felt nervous but very excited about the adventure the other YOTYs and I were about to embark on.

Upon arriving in Sydney the other YOTYs (pronounced yo-tees) and I met David the President of Edward’s home club, Burwood Lions. He was lovely and the group quickly bonded with him and other Lions from the club over a couple of Lion’s BBQs at Bunnings. Over the following jam packed week we enjoyed a range of activities including trips to Taronga Zoo, The Gap (the third most popular suicide point in NSW), Sydney Observation Deck (where we did the Skywalk) and The Rocks. One of the highlights was a visit to Luna Park where we braved the Wild Mouse, a wooden roller coaster that was constantly shaking as we travelled along. I think I screamed even more there than I did at Dreamworld! All these outings were made even more enjoyable by our fantastic chaperones who became our friends and shared so many stories with us. 
The next stop was the wonderful sunshine state where I rejoined the tour after a short absence due to a university interview in Sydney. Travelling alone made me worried about finding my chaperone at the airport but my fears immediately disappeared when I found smiling Lions Rick and Sandi and their son Bryce at the gate. That night a dinner was held by the Narangba and here we met Josh the QLD state YOTY winner from 2 years ago. It was great to see how the quest had shaped his future in such a positive way, something that I think is true for many past contestants. The next day we got up early and drove to the Gold Coast with Sandi, our first stop being Dreamworld. Our day there was super duper with the group conquering most of the thrill rides, my favourite being the infamous Giant Drop where we dropped 120m in the blink of an eye! Our trip to the Gold Coast was something that really brought us together but only one of many highlights from QLD. However as in every location, the best thing about our stop in QLD was the people we were fortunate enough to meet. After just coming out of a very stressful year 12 the ‘she’ll be right’ attitude of the locals was a breath of fresh air and something I hope I will be able to incorporate into my own life.
After a 5 hour plane ride we arrived in Perth. I was most excited about this leg of the tour as I had never been to WA before! Despite receiving bad news just prior to our arrival the wonderful Ballajura Lions were the perfect hosts with the WA salt scrubs and sand dunes as an unforgettable backdrop. Rottnest Island was spectacular and spending the day riding around the island singing ‘Afternoon Delight’, swimming in picture perfect bays and visiting quokkas was something I feel so lucky to have done. While in Perth we were also treated to a wonderful morning tea at a NAB function, had a fantastic time in the tunnels deep below Fremantle Prison and enjoyed a trip down to the Mandurah canals where we had a superb day with the Mandurah Lions and Leos. Perth and its surroundings were amazing but it was the Lions and locals I met there that taught me that although we are spread across vast distances the Australian spirit shines through wherever you go. 
En route to Port Augusta, Sebastian’s home town, we stopped at Adelaide airport where we met some familiar faces, YOTY C District Co-ordinator Brian and last year’s C District winner Lucy. It was funny to meet someone whose face you had seen so many times on the YOTY program but because Lucy was so friendly towards all of us we quickly felt like we were meeting an old friend. The journey to Port Augusta from Adelaide was a memorable one as we boarded a tiny 12 seater plane for the 50 minute journey up the gulf. The views were amazing but the vibrations from the plane quickly put us all to sleep! While at our fourth stop we cruised up and down the Gulf where we saw playful Dolphins, visited Wilpena Pound and visited the Royal Flying Doctor base as well as the Port Augusta coal-fired power station which supplies 40% of SA electricity. However my favourite times were those we spent with the Port Augusta Lions, particularly the day at The Shacks. Here people of differing generations came together to talk and enjoy the beautiful surrounds, namely a breathtaking view of the Gulf and Flinders Ranges which was estimated by us ‘city-folk’ to be at least worth 15 million dollars! I left SA feeling fortunate to have met another wonderful part of the Lions family but sad at the knowledge that our fantastic journey was more than half over.
Arriving in our nation’s capital buoyed our spirits as we were met by the lovely Belconnen Lions who had arranged a jam-packed three days for us in Canberra. During our stay I really enjoyed visiting the national portrait gallery as well as Parliament where we sadly did not see K-Rudd!  However one of my favourite stops was old parliament house where we were able to dress-up in old fashioned clothing. In Canberra we were also treated to a dinner cruise on Lake Burnley Griffin which was made even more exciting by a thunder storm which sent us back to the port for a short time. A trip to the National War Memorial provided an opportunity for reflection and I left with a deep admiration for the sacrifices made by Australia’s defence personnel. 
Upon returning to Melbourne I looked forward to showing my friends my hometown but sad knowing that in a few short days I would be returning alone. We kicked off the Melbourne leg by visiting Harbour Town and riding the new observation wheel before heading to dinner where we celebrated Jason’s 18th birthday with local members of the Lions family including Josh, last year’s YOTY national winner and Tina, Victorian Leo of the Year, friends we were fortunate enough to have met in Darwin. While in Melbourne we experienced some extreme heat making a leisurely cruise down the Yarra into a floating sauna! The NAB breakfast and tour of the MCG was definitely a highlight even for those in the group who are not sport mad. Visiting my home state with the group gave me a chance to see and do things I wouldn’t normally get a chance to do and for that I’m really grateful. 

Our final flight together brought us YOTYs to the forgotten state, otherwise known as Tassie. I immediately feel in love with Launceston after swimming in the stunning Cataract Gorge and day spent visiting a wildlife park and Beaconsfield mine was great fun. Patting a Tasmanian Devil was unforgettable experience while walking through an exhibition on the Beaconsfield mine collapse was a moving reminder resilience of the human spirit. The drive to Hobart provided an opportunity for more group singing, something that had become a theme of the tour. In Hobart the bustling Salamenca markets provided some last minute retail therapy before heading home. Here we finished the tour the same way it begun on the first day by playing a game of bowling. Here our new friends from the Launceston Lions proved us ‘youngins’ still had a lot to learn in the world of bowling!
Tour was an incredible experience that has changed my perspective on life for the better. I feel very privileged to have met so many wonderful people who shared their stories with me and I hope that those we met enjoyed  the experience us much as we did. I would like to say a special thanks to the Lions clubs of Burwood, Narangba, Ballajura, Mandurah, Port Augusta, Belconnen, Melbourne Host and Launceston as well as the YOTY state co-ordinators who travelled vast distances to look after us for a day or days during tour, meeting you all was easily the best part of tour. Also sincere thanks to my host families; Lee, Kimmi, Kathyrn and Alan Mc Kenzie, Gayle, Sue and Col from QLD, Dilys Teng, Ron, Carolyn, Katrina and Ziggy Skeen and Jenny and Geoff Tripptree. Finally a massive thank you to Adrian Miles for all the work he has put into the YOTY Quest and to Bruce McLeod for being the best travel co-ordinator anyone could have wished for. 
The YOTY Quest has been life changing, from it I have gained amazing life-long friends, treasured memories and an insight into the incredibly welcoming Lions family. To any future contestants I send my best wishes while I look forward to continuing my relationships with Lions Australia in the future. 
