


For three decades ACSO has supported significantly more than 100,000 correctional clients 
in a range of correctional settings across the State who present with complex needs to 
successfully transition back into the community.  During that time, ACSO has also expanded 
to deliver services for the intellectually disabled, people experiencing mental illness, the 
unemployed and individuals with alcohol and other drug problems.
An integrated complete-continuum service distinguishes ACSO. Unlike agencies that have 
a one-sector approach, ACSO has proven capacity to work across multiple sectors with a 
particular emphasis on delivering specialist services that address the complex needs of our 
clients.  

Last year alone over 10,000 men, women and their families, each with numerous layers of 
complexity, came through our specialist services for support.

ACSO was established in Victoria in 1983 by Stan McCormack 
as The Epistle Centre.
Stan was an ex-prisoner who, while in prison, attended 
Salvation Army bible study classes. He produced a magazine 
called “The Epistle” for all prisoners in Victoria who attended 
the bible study classes.
Following his release Stan continued to edit the magazine. 
He found he was being contacted by other ex-prisoners and 
gradually a support network was developed by Stan, with 
assistance from several volunteers. It was recognised that to 
be effective in meeting the needs of people just released from 
prison, funding would be required and a more formal structure 
with input from people working in the criminal justice system 
would be necessary to provide support and advice. Judge 
Alastair Nicholson was approached and he was happy to put 
his name to the organisation. Thus, the agency was formed 
and given the name ‘Epistle” from the magazine as it was well 
recognised amongst prisoners in Victoria.
“At one point it was so crowded, I was sleeping in the 
cupboard” Stan Mc Cormack

In June of 1984 the Epistle 
Centre was Incorporated. 
A Council consisting of a 
Supreme Court Justice, 
prison chaplains, a lecturer 
in legal studies, a social 
worker and representatives 
of the business community 
was formed to oversee the 
operation of the agency.

1983 Epistle Centre Established.

1984 Epistle Centre Incorporated
Council Formed.

It was at this time that Sr Clare McShee was allowed by her order, 
The Franciscan Missionaries of the Divine Motherhood, to leave 
Bendigo and work full time for Epistle.  

Sr Clare established the Prison Outreach Support Program. Funding 
from Department of Community Serices Victoria  was received to 
establish accommodation and support for prisoners on their release 

1986
   Prison Outreach and Support  
Program Established.  



In 1987 it received its first substantial government funding in the form of SAAP 
(Supported Accommodation Assistance Program) funding to set up a halfway 
house.
McCormack House was opened by the Attorney General Jim Kennan as a 13 bed 
supported accommodation for many groups of prisoner including clients with 
psychiatric and intellectual disabilities.

Funding allowed employment of staff.
Full time administrator Antony Calabrò was appointed in May of 1987 to manage 
the service, later to become the Executive Director.

Justice Nicholson 
approached 
the Minister 
for Community 
Services, Peter 
Spyker and 
we were given 
funding to set 
up a dedicated 
house for clients 
with an intellectual 
disability who had 
come into contact 
with the criminal 
justice system.  

1987
  Epistle Centre received Supported Accommodation Assistance   
  Program (SAAP) funding.
  McCormack House established.
  Full time administrator employed.

1989
  Disability Program established.

1990
   Head Office 
moved from 
Napier street to 
Cardigan Street, 
Carlton.

1992
   First outreach 
service established.
   Forensic Mental 
Health Program 
established.

 Epistle Centre 
set up its first 
outreach service.  

We received funding from the Department of 
Health and Family Services and the Disability 
Employment Program was established. The 
Program took referrals from the Disability and 
Mental Health Programs. 

1993
   Disability Employment Program established.
   Head Office moved to Lygon Street, Carlton.



1993
Disability Employment Program established.

   Head Office moved to Lygon Street, Carlton.

Due to increasing staff numbers 
and the closure of Pentridge 
Prison, a more central location 
was needed. Administration 
offices moved to Spencer 
Street.  We now had a staff of 15 
employees and our budget was 
$1-1.2 million. 

In 1996 we changed our name from the Epistle 
Centre to Victorian Offender Support Agency (VOSA).  
Council agreed that our name should clearly reflect 
our activities and our core client group.

1995
   Head Office moved to 
Spencer Street, West Melb.

1996
   Name Changed to VOSA (The Victorian 
Offender Support Agency).

Number of Employees: 2   Number of Programs: 1   Number of Serviced Clients: 30
As part of the reforms associated with the Victorian Premiers Drug Advisory Council 
(Pennington Review), the Community Offender Advice and Treatment Service (COATS) 
was established. The DHS informed us we were successful for the COATS tender 
because of our history in dealing with difficult people, our links to the judiciary and that 
we were seen as independent because we had never been involved or operated as 
a treatment agency. Employment Directions was established through funding via the 
Federal Government Job Networks contracts.
New program supporting sex offenders was established operated by Sr Clare.

The change in name to ACSO recognised that we now extended beyond providing 
support to ex-prisoners to those to be generally disadvantaged or at risk of entering the 
criminal justice system. 
We were also granted funding by the Federal government for employment placements 
which resulted in us operating in 15 sites in Victoria, New South Wales and Tasmania. 

The Department of Justice funded ACSO to deliver three programs. The first was 
Bridging the Gap in 2001 which provided support for persons with major alcohol and 
drug issues and assessed as being at risk of self-harm or reoffending.
Whilst a number of further Disability Residential houses were opened during the year, 
the highlight was the opening of a Dual Disability House in the Southern Metropolitan 
Region, funded by both Disability and Mental Health Services.

1997
   Community Offenders Advice and Treatment Service (COATS) established. 
    Employment Directions Australia (EDA) established.

2000
   Renamed Australian Community Support Organisation (ACSO).
    Expansion of EDA to Tasmania and NSW.

2001
    Bridging the Gap Program established. 
    Gained QIC accreditation.
    Dual Disability House opened.



2008   ACSO moved to Hoddle St, Richmond.
     Scanners R Us established.
     Link Out launched.
     Konnect (Koori Transitional Support) established.
     Sr Clare Retired.

2003
   1st ACSO Art Show.

2004
   Celebrated 20th Anniversary.
   Program Restructure. 
   Sex Offender Transitional 
   Outreach Program established.

2006
   Developed new constitution.
    Electronic archiving and file 
management system for over 
40,000 clients.
    Sr Clare appointed as a 
Member in the General Division 
of the Order of Australia.  

2007
   COATS celebrated 10 years.

The move to Hoddle street created the social 
enterprise Scanners R Us. Instead of moving and 
storing over a quarter of a million paper files, they 
are converted to electronic format by ACSO’s 
Employment Program job seekers.

ACSO was selected as one of only two specialist homeless employment 
service providers in Victoria.
A new logo along with a new communications strategy was developed, 
designed to increase the profile of ACSO.

2009   Selected as a specialist Job Service Australia provider
     Launched new website and logo.



The Consumer Advisory Group was established to assist programs to better represent 
consumer groups and improve service delivery to clients.
The Restore Program, funded by the Lord Mayor’s Charitable Fund offers tailored support 
services for families and carers of people with co-occurring mental illness and substance 
abuse issues who have had contact with the criminal justice system.

2010  Research and Evaluation Unit established.
   CAG established.
   Restore Program.
   Antony Calabrò retired.

Three service streams were created with 
the new restructure: Housing Services, 
Community Based Complex Care 
Services and Clinical Services with the 
aim of providing a fully integrated and  
tight wrap around service for our clients. 
‘Create Another Chance’ was introduced 
as our slogan and cemented as a work 
ethos.
The 2011-2014 strategic plan focuses on 
initiatives that shapes ACSO’s future as a 
leader in the forensic sector.

2011
   New CEO.
    ACSO restructure.
   ‘Create Another Chance’.
   Launched 2011-2014 Strategic plan.

RAPIDS provides an instant link between the courts and the AOD treatment sector for the highest risk forensic clients. 
Life Skills Program reduce the likelihood offending behaviour related to like skills deficit.
Received funding from the DHS as part of the Supported Accommodation Innovation Fund to operate a new eight bed 
forensic disability house in 2013.
Received new funding from the Federal Government’s Substance Misuse Service Delivery Grants Fund to develop 
new pathways into mental health programs for offenders with a substance use problem who also present with a 
mental health issue.

2012
   Life Skills Program launched.
   RAPIDS Established.
   Job Futures contract Won.
   Nicholson house approved 
   DUETS launched 




