Garin Vinnies host Tongan Dinner

-Philippa Winch

   Winter may now be here but that certainly didn’t put a dampener on the tropical Tongan Dinner that the Garin College Vinnies recently put on.
   The dinner, which catered for 150 people from the Nelson community, raised funds in order to send resources over to a Mission Station in Nukualofa run by the Mission Sisters. The dinner was sparked off when a family of one of the Vinnies visited Tonga and realized the desperate need the Mission Station had for equipment. 
   Sister Joan Marie, a nurse at the station, operates St. Mary’s voluntary mission medical clinic. The clinic has an excellent reputation and sees up to 60 patients a day due to the fact that the hospital always has a wait of up to 12 hours. The clinic is run in a very basic GP-like setting; people wait in a garage-type structure which is desperately in need of rebuilding. Sr. Joan Marie provides her services for free, although patients are required to pay a small amount for medications from her dispensary. 
   Sister Koleti runs Ahopanilolo Technical College. The technical training institute, teaches hospitality and catering skills and is another excellent free service to the Tongan community. One of its greatest benefits being that it helps with employment opportunities. Sister Koleti’s work however, doesn’t stop there - she also uses her skills to teach picture framing.

   It soon became clear to the family that visited, that Sister Joan Marie was in need of items such as a new computer, a physiotherapy ultrasound machine, a foetal doppler (for pregnant Mums), dressing materials and medications. Sister Koleti also needed a computer but required framing wood and glass as well. Other items that the Sisters asked for included books for all ages so that they can form a library, pens, large sheets of paper, chalk, tinned food and sports equipment. 
    In returning to New Zealand, the idea of assisting the Mission Sisters in Nukualofa was passed on to the Vinnies. This of course led to the Garin College Vinnies Leadership team deciding to take action. After much planning and preparation, the Garin College Vinnies transformed the College Gym into a tropical paradise and hosted a Tongan Dinner on the 28th May. Nelson’s Pacific Island Community assisted the Vinnies with food preparation for this event and entertained the people at the dinner with their music and dance. Joseph and Cushla Hassan who visited Tonga, shared with the people at the dinner their experiences over there. The Vinnies put on their own presentation of the work they do in the community. Plus to keep those funds coming in, a raffle and silent auction with a tropical theme was part of the night as well. Altogether approximately $1000 was raised from the dinner that can now be spent on resources. 

   However, things haven’t stopped there. Catholic Schools in the area have got on board to support this cause by donating money raised at the Catholic Schools day held in Nelson in May. What’s more the Nelson St. Vincent de Paul Society decided to match the amount raised at the dinner by also donating $1000 to this cause.
   Already medical supplies have been able to be sent over to Tonga and the Garin College Vinnies have been blessed to be given the use of a shipping container that goes to Tonga once a month. The Garin College Vinnies mission now is to make the money raised stretch as far as it possibly can. If people are interested in supporting this cause, donations will be gratefully accepted. People can contact Philippa Winch, the Regional Vinnies Youth Co-ordinator for St. Vincent de Paul Nelson Area Council by e-mailing her at philippa@svdp-vinnies.org.nz.
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