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The month is now February and as I settle back into the grind of work and university, I am embarrassingly behind in preparing this report for our National Youth of the Year Chairman. 

It is not so much that I did not have the time, that could have been found, nor do I have any problem with writing, indeed I enjoy it quite a bit. But it is the fact that as soon as I submit this report I will have to come to terms with the fact that my Youth of the Year journey is now over.

For me this is a journey that began some three years ago when the Lions Club of Lake Macquarie North, with just six members – the smallest in District N3 agreed to nominate me at the club level. 

I will reflect a little more on the journey that has been towards the end of this report but primarily I write to tell you all it ended on a very high note. Because as the prize for winning the National Public Speaking Title, from December 26, 2010 to January 6, 2011 I travelled to New Zealand to attend the Lions International Youth Camp in Rotorua. 
The camp began with a challenging start; the Boxing Day test saw one of Australia’s worst cricket performances in recent history and as the only Australian male on the camp, I was forced to shoulder full responsibility from the Kiwi contingent.
Our first day together saw a moving opening ceremony, the camp facilitators had arranged for the flags and national anthems of each country represented to feature. Malaysia, France, Switzerland, Austria, New Zealand and of course Australia made for a fascinating cultural mix. 

Day two allowed us further chance to meet and greet and get to know one another. This was made infinitely easier by putting us all on a bus together to go ten bowling and rock climbing. Nothing quite inspires trust in a stranger like dangling from a 30-foot tall rock-climbing wall and counting on them to lower you down. 

Next came day three and one of the premier activities of the camp: jet boat riding. Certainly not an activity for the faint hearted, we flew around the lake of Tepuke at extreme speeds and I’m certain we defied several laws of physics and gravity in doing so. This came before a fun-filled afternoon at one of New Zealand’s leading water parks.

Our fourth day marked one of utmost cultural significance. We were blessed with an invitation from a Maori community to visit their local gathering place called a ‘Marae’. The festivities here were rich in tradition and it was enriching to be a part of them. Our full involvement and envelopment in them was expected, learning a Maori hymn, participating in the customary nose-rub, dressing in their cultural outfits and dining on their famous ‘hangi’. It was enlightening not just to see how these Maoris celebrated but also how the non-Maori New Zealand youths played a significant role in the festivities. Perhaps fostered through their education system, perhaps harbored by their parents, it was a remarkable display of a shared culture and respect of New Zealand’s indigenous people. Perhaps in this sense we Australians can learn from our neighbors across the Tasman. To top off what was one of the highlights, we camped out on the beach and slept under the stars.

Next came day five, which was of course New Years Eve. It is a New Years Eve I will long remember with fond memories. I would urge any one to ring in at least one New Year across the Tasman, given that their time zone is furthest forward in the world, you start the New Year ahead of any one else on the world. 

At the mid-point of the camp day six New Years day provided some much needed rest and relaxation. It was a beautiful day in the sun by Lake Okataina before a bush walk and quiet night with a movie.

Day seven was the most action-packed of them all. Beginning at the Skyride Luge Park, a down-hill go-kart style race to the bottom and followed by the unique Zorb adventure. Essentially a Zorb is a giant ball that one, two or three individuals jump inside of and roll down an enormous hill. To top the day off we went to yet another adventure park where some tested a sky dive simulation, others went jet boating and the rest, like myself, hopped on the swoop. The swoop is basically three sleeping bags tied to a gigantic platform and when a crane pulls those in the sleeping bags to the summit of the platform we are released and swoop back and fourth at great heights and speeds. 

After day seven soon came day eight as we toured around the Reporoa region. This day way highlighted by the hospitality of local Lions and our visit to the hot thermal pools the area is famous for.

Our next day, day eight took us to the adventure capital of New Zealand - Taupo. Again in the stewardship of local Lions we received the silver service and saw the best Lake Taupo has to offer.

Soon after came day nine, and our last day of activity. We started with a spot of shopping in Rotorua before returning to our camp in preparation for the closing ceremony. Here those various national flags we had raised to commemorate the beginning of the camp were lowered to signify the camp’s end. 

Finally on day ten, the camp had finished just as quickly as it started. Without exception eyes welled with tears and throats choked with anguish as the difficult task of saying goodbye began. One by one we said goodbye to those youths who not even two weeks ago were strangers but had now become the closest of friends. 

And so my Youth of the Year journey draws to a conclusion. I have been truly blessed by the Lions of Australia and now New Zealand as well. I can bear testament to their hospitality in each and every state of our Commonwealth as well as across the Tasman.  I wish I could say something more to Lions. We say thank you to the woman we buy our newspaper from and thank you to man who holds the door open for us - I wish there was a greater word to express my gratitude and appreciation for all that Lions have done and offered to me, but there is not. So I guess my actions will have to speak louder than the words that cannot be provided, this is not ‘goodbye’ to Lions but much rather a case of ‘see you later’. 
