JOAN AND ROCK O’KEEFE With backgrounds spanning Rotary
Australia, Friends With Dignity, Ashmore Men’s Shed and several other
community-led organisations for more than 50 years, it comes as no
surprise Joan and Rock O’Keefe are being individually awarded Order of
Australia Medals.

“The art of living is the act of giving,” Mrs O’Keefe said, reciting her father’s
motto and an ideology she and her nine siblings have lived by and passed
down for generations.

Mrs O’Keefe has volunteered for a huge range of organisations, including
Casino Girl Guides and Casino Brownies, Girls’ Brigade, Nursing Mothers’
Association, Inner Wheel of Broadbeach, and many, many more.

“They are all valuable,” Mrs O’Keefe said.

“I do what I can and I help where I can.” Mr O’Keefe lives by a similar
philosophy and said if he can make a difference, if he can help make life
easier for someone, he will.

Despite both having long careers as Rotary members, including being
recognised as Paul Harris fellows, Mr O’Keefe said when he heard he was
being awarded an OAM, he was “absolutely flabbergasted”.

“I was very honoured. Very humbled,” he said.

“But I am very proud. Because I have done a hell of a lot of work.” In 2009,
Mr O’Keefe instigated a Refugee Mentoring Program for predominantly
widowed migrants and children from Afghanistan, which he operated with
Mrs O’Keefe.

The program helped 42 migrants.

“These women are coming to a culture 100 per cent different from
Afghanistan,” Mr O’Keefe said.

“They need as much help as I can give.” The program helped displaced
families find new homes, source furniture, clothing and food, and receive

friendship and advice.

“They regard me as their grandfather or father,” he said.



“One family changed their last name to O’Keefe, so they could be a part of
my family.” A few years earlier, in 2007, Mrs and Mr O’Keefe helped build a
primary school in Thailand alongside several other Rotarians.

The small village of Khao Lak had been devastated by the Boxing Day
tsunami in 2004. Thousands of residents had been killed, leaving a similar
number of children orphaned.

In response, Surfers Sunrise Rotary Club helped fund and manufacture a
school building, which was flat-packed, shipped to Thailand and assembled
by a group of club members.

When asked if she ever finds volunteering in disaster zones challenging,
Mrs O’Keefe replied: “No. I just get in there and do it.” The husband-and-
wife duo have been awarded several awards previously, including Gold
Coast Mother of the Year and Sensational Southport Community Award for
Mrs O’Keefe, and “Best Co-operative Project Award” for Refugee Mentoring
Program for Mr O’Keefe.

“There is a psychological reward in having helped,” Mrs O’Keefe said, and
explained while she never looks for paybacks or recognition, she and Mr
O’Keefe are “very humbled and very appreciative” of being recognised for
half a decade of community service.



