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by Nina Olle
 

In September 2003, public servant Despina Voudouris took a holiday in 
Africa that would change her life. After volunteering for three days at 
"Cotlands", an orphanage for children (newborns to age 13) infected with or 
affected by HIV/AIDS, Despina discovered what, she says, is her true 
calling. 

"I was totally blown away by what I saw," said Despina, who works in the 
Department of Family, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.  

"I was expecting to see kids malnourished, strapped to their beds, that sort 
of thing. Instead, I saw happy, healthy looking kids that you would see in 
any child-care centre. All the kids were HIV positive, but they were so well 
looked after, they didn’t look sick." 

Soon after returning to Canberra, Despina felt compelled to get involved and 
began "OzCots".  

Within the space of a couple of months, the charity had raised more than $70,000 for Cotlands through 
fund-raising activities. 

"I felt if I didn’t support them in some way, I would have allowed the situation to perpetuate, and I wouldn’t 
be able to live with myself," she said. 

"As well as running the orphanage and hospice, Cotlands facilitates a number of home-base programs that 
supports those who support these kids. 

"Obviously the preference is that children stay with their families or carers, if they can, rather than come to 
the orphanage. So Cotlands supports them to support themselves." 
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The carers are often the children’s grandmas, as a huge generation of women (the mothers of these babies) 
has been wiped out by HIV/AIDS.  

"South Africa has the highest number of HIV positive individuals in the world, with an estimated 5.5 million 
people (18.8 per cent of adults) living with HIV in 2005. Almost one-in-three pregnant women attending 
public antenatal clinics were living with HIV in 2004 and trends show a gradual increase in HIV prevalence," 
she said, quoting figures from the 2006 UNAIDS Report. 

Despina got to see the workings of Cotlands again in 2004/2005 when she spent two months there 
volunteering. Having taken a year off from work to concentrate on expanding OzCots, Despina decided an 
important part of the process involved spending more time at the orphanage.  

How was the return visit? 

"I was overwhelmed with emotion. We live in such an opulent society, yet we allow this to happen. I find that 
so morally and ethically wrong," she said. 

"Cotlands is meeting a huge need, obviously ensuring that children have a pain-free death is very important, 
but also the nurturing they provide. Even though they know the children are with them for a short period of 
time, the staff treat them as their own. 

"Cotlands is also a leader in both pediatric palliative care and consultancy work in HIV issues," said 
Despina.  

"They were the first facility in South Africa to offer anti-retroviral drugs. They have government 
representatives come to them seeking information. They do real things for real people without the gloss."  

Despina’s passion for this cause seems to have rubbed off. In April this year, a group of young, self-funded 
volunteers visited Cotlands on behalf of OzCots. And Despina says other groups are lined up to go later in 
the year.  

"There is a waiting list for volunteers for next year," she said, clearly thrilled, "And we’re getting more and 
more support from business groups." 

I wonder how she possibly does all she does, while holding down a full-time job? 

"After hours. It is run-of-the-mill that I’ll work till 11 or 12 at night. And not having a family means I have the 
time and passion to do it. I do it because it’s the right thing to do. If I inspire people along the way, then 
that’s an added bonus. 
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"As our motto says: ‘You’ll never stand as tall as when you kneel to help a child’." 

To donate or volunteer with OzCots, email ozcots@tpg.com.au for details. 
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