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UNSUNG HEROES

Loren O’Keeffe

Every day in Australia almost  
100 people go missing—more 
than 36,000 a year—yet it’s  
a crisis we hear little about. 

Loren O’Keeffe went through that 
wringer when her younger brother, Dan, 
vanished in 2011. She’s since devoted her 
life to looking for him, but she’s also been 
inspired to set up the Missing Persons 
Advocacy Network, MPAN, to help others  
in her situation. This is her story.

“I had no idea so many people went 
missing until it happened to me; it’s the sort 
of thing you only see in movies. Research 
shows that 85 per cent of missing persons 
cases relate to mental illness and depression, 
and one in two people will experience 
depression or anxiety in their life. 

“Dan was struggling with depression 
and he was very open about it. He never 
drank or smoked or took drugs; he was 
the ultimate healthy guy, and a jujitsu 
master. He was very much against taking 
antidepressants, but he reluctantly agreed 
to take the drugs. Then he went without 
them for three nights, and then he walked 
away, just vanished. He was 24.

“It was just completely surreal; the day  
he went missing, I’m putting up these 
posters around Geelong, just in disbelief.

“I didn’t sleep much for the first four 
months and was forever emailing, calling 
and reaching out to people while also 
setting up the ‘Dan Come Home’ campaign.

“Dan had tried everything to cope with 
his depression; he’d tried meditation and 
long walks to clear his head. We think he 
might have just kept walking this time.

“Four and a half months after he 
vanished we had a confirmed sighting in 
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Coping with her brother’s disappearance made this inspirational 
Melbourne woman determined to find him—and to help others

Queensland, which is where a lot of people 
who want to ‘drop off the grid’ end up. It’s 
warmer there if you’re going to sleep rough. 

“It was just fate; this woman asked her 
husband to tape The Project for her while 
she was at work at a medical centre, and 
when she got home she watched it and saw 
me talking about Dan, and recognised him. 

“She’d met him two weeks earlier when 
he’d come in, just to ask for a glass of water; 
he said he was from Melbourne and that 
he’d been sleeping in parks in Brisbane. 
They offered him money but he wouldn’t 
take it, which is very [like] him.

and sometimes somewhere to sleep, and 
no-one asks any questions.

“Going home to Melbourne without 
Dan was extremely upsetting. But he was 
alive up there, and we have every reason to 
believe he’s still alive now, but not knowing 
is distressing, particularly for my parents. 

“We’ve set up a Facebook page (facebook.
com/dancomehome). It has 55,000 followers 
and is the biggest of its kind in the world. 
People all over are trying to find Dan. 

“After about a year I started getting 
phone calls from other people asking for 
help with finding their loved ones. That’s 
when I set up MPAN (mpan.com.au).

“I got an amazing email from someone 
just yesterday saying they’d been thinking 
of disappearing; they were depressed, but 
they sought help instead because of our 
site and Dan’s story. We get messages from 
people around the world like that. There’s a 
lot of solace in that for me. No matter what 
happens with Dan, it hasn’t been in vain.  
I hope that Dan is proud of what I’ve done, 
if and when he comes back.

“We have this ridiculous situation in 
Australia where there’s no national system 
for missing persons; so Dan is registered 
as missing with Victoria Police, but not in 
Queensland, despite him having been there.

“Governments have been saying a 
national system is coming since 1991. 
It’s ridiculous. The families of missing 
people need someone who’s going to be 
a consistent ‘squeaky wheel’. It turns out 
that’s got to be me.”

For help dealing with a missing person 
visit missingpersonsguide.com. You can 
also donate to Loren’s Missing Persons 
Advocacy Network at mpan.com.au

“I hope that 
Dan is proud of 
what I’ve done,  
if and when  
he comes back.”

“I flew up there straight away and they 
showed me the CCTV footage. It was 
definitely him. We think he might have just 
walked the whole way there, over those 
four months. He looked like death; he’d lost 
30–40kg and all of his muscle was gone;  
it was a relief to know he was alive but also 
so distressing to see him in that state.

“I spent two months up in Queensland, 
living like a homeless person, trying to find 
Dan. There are a lot of people living ‘off the 
grid’. They can get free meals from charities 


