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	Volunteering? “Bring it on,” says Jacob


	Jacob Tobin laughs as he explains why he only has half an ambulance officer’s uniform. He’s currently training as an Auxiliary Ambulance Officer (AAO) and has attended a number of callouts during his observation shifts, but he still hasn’t been issued with a shirt. “They must think that all ambulance staff are only sized medium – ‘cause that’s the only size shirt they could find,” he says. “They didn’t count on a big brown fulla like me signing up! Most of the other guys are mediums though – and that’s probably why they always get me to lift the stretcher.”

While Jacob’s size may be handy, it’s his passion for the job and his willingness to learn that will make him such a great AAO, according to Debi Lodge-Schnellenberg, Ambulance Service Manager. “Jacob has that x-factor, especially when it comes to his people skills,” she says. “In this job, you see people at their most vulnerable and need to be hugely respectful of that, especially given that much of the time you’re essentially walking into someone’s home uninvited.”

Jacob is amongst the group of new recruits that are currently being trained by the Wairarapa Ambulance service. AAOs are an essential part of the service and “absolutely part of the family” according to Debi. Yet the job is unpaid and volunteers are required to commit to a minimum of three night shifts each month at either the Greytown or Masterton station.

So why do people do it?

“Well it sure ain’t for the lunch money,” laughs Jacob, referring to the $10 per shift that AAOs get as a meal allowance. His reasons are a mixture of wanting to do something that matters, needing a challenge, and pursuing an interest sparked by watching “every single episode of Rapid Response on channel one and thinking ‘how cool is that?!’” Unable to find work in the Wairarapa after shifting from Wellington to be with his partner Yvonne, Jacob was inspired by Ian Hodge, Band Master of the Masterton District Band, and retired ambulance officer. “I guess you could say Ian is a bit of a role model for me,” Jacob says. “He loves music, so do I. He wants to help people, so do I. So when he told me about the ambulance service I thought, ‘yeah, I’ll give that I try.’ It’s a good challenge for me. There’s not that many Maori Ambulance Officers, and it’s good to surprise people. Brown people seem to think that it’s just something that white people do – they might never dream of doing it themselves. Maybe it’s a lot of hard work, but I’m willing to do that.”

Debi says there’s “all sorts” of people who train as Ambulance Officers, and their reasons for doing so are as varied as the types of people who work in the service. “Some people become involved because they want to give something back to their community,” she says, “while others may have witnessed someone being helped by a paramedic and that’s inspired them to get involved. Our AAOs are as much a part of the crew as those crew members who are paid, and they’re trained up to diploma level. All of our paid crew were once AAOs themselves – and while it’s no longer a rite of passage, being an AAO is definitely a good way to get started in the ambulance service.”

Eventually, Jacob would like his volunteering to lead to a career. “I’m doing this to help others but I’m also doing it for myself,” he says. “I aim to get a whole lot of experience in the ambulance side of things and then take it through to the next level. It’s about bettering myself. I’d like to end up with a paid job at the end of it, though that’ll take a bit of time. Until then I can dedicate that time to helping others.”

Helping others in grim situations such as serious car crashes or tragic accidents doesn’t faze Jacob, who’s keen to put his developing skills to the test. So far, the callouts he’s been on have been “no big dramas.” “They’ve mainly involved the senior members of our community being hurt or sick, and a few rural people who try to tough it out and tend to hang on till they’re half dead before they finally ring for help.” He’s confident that the training he’s been given will equip him with not only the hands-on skills but also the ability to cope with stressful and disturbing situations. So far he’s completed the formal interview, fitness test and observer shifts, and has done his first induction training weekend that covered the operational side of the job, such as using the radio and vehicle readiness. Next up is an induction weekend that covers the clinical aspects, as well as more shifts as the “third crew”. Further down the track is more intensive training that includes ambulance driving. 
Whatever challenges lie ahead, Jacob is keen to tackle them. “Bring it on,” he says, “I can’t wait! Volunteering is all about what you choose to make of it.”

We will follow Jacob’s story as he progresses through his training as an Auxillary Ambulance Officer over the next six months. If you think you have what it takes, or have any questions about becoming an AAO, please contact Debi Lodge-Schnellenberg, Ambulance Service Manager on 06 3700278
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